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            Pirnmill Aerodrome, Morne

         

         Pirnmill Aerodrome, Morne

16th November 2000

         The sandpit had been opened. A yellow excavator stood by the side of the pit, its bucket raised. Swags of unfurled bandage hung from the bucket tangs, filthy and dripping. An articulated Scania with a covered trailer was backed up to the broken ground at the edge, its hydraulic rams half-extended. A fluorescent works light hung on jack chain from a corroded derrick. Three men rendered into silhouettes stood between the pit and the light. They stood without moving, their heads bent towards the opening at their feet, functionaries to the merciless night.

         The bottom of the pit was half-filled with water. Syringes. Wound dressings rank with old blood and human tissue. Rusted scalpel blades and theatre gowns bundled and discarded. Used drug vials and transfusion sacs floated in the water. A woman’s skeletal remains clad in vile rags lay halfway up the pit wall as though she had crawled from it, matter adhering to her hair and clothes. As though she had looked for mercy and found there none. Across the sandy fen to the north of the darkened aerodrome, chapel bells rang for the ascension. 

      

   


   
      
         

            One

         

         Shepton Mallet Military Prison, Somerset

17th January 1945

         The Negro sits without moving. In the execution shed the apparatus is being made ready. The hood. The rope. The pinnings. Coir matting has been placed on the floor and against the walls to deaden sound but the prisoners can hear the hammering and tool work.

         In his autobiography the hangman Albert Pierrepoint stated his dislike for the American hanging method. Pierrepoint liked to have his prisoner sitting with his back to the door so that he could be taken by surprise and pinioned. Pierrepoint said he could get the prisoner from the cell to the drop in ninety seconds. He prided himself on it. The Americans insisted that the prisoner wear full dress uniform with all marks of rank and insignia removed. The charges and sentence must be read to the condemned man at the foot of the scaffold. The Americans wanted the execution to be procedural, ornate. The prisoner must be reminded of his guilt. The executioners must be reminded of their duty. They imagine the antechamber of death to be a place of drama, laconic asides, last-minute admissions.

         ‘Pierrepoint won’t sneak up on me,’ Martinez said, ‘I’m going out the American way.’

         Martinez had been sentenced to death for the murder of a military policeman.

         ‘Kind of justice I like,’ Martinez said. ‘Court martial took a day. No appeal. Straight and to the point. I got no complaints. The bastard MP had it coming.’

         Martinez said he was going to stand facing the door of the death cell so that Pierrepoint could not take him by surprise.

         ‘Full dress kit. I’ll be standing to attention. Walk out of there like a man.’

         Shepton Mallet has been under United States military jurisdiction since 1942. The men call to each other softly from the windows. They are not normally permitted to communicate but on the eve of an execution the guards are lenient.

         ‘Hooper,’ Davis said, ‘you there?’

         ‘I’m here.’

         ‘I seen Pierrepoint go into the governor’s house when they brought me down.’

         ‘What’d he look like?’

         ‘Ordinary man. Owns a bar in Oldham. He hanged one of his own customers, gentleman by the name of Corbitt. Corbitt killed his girlfriend and wrote “whore” on her forehead.’

         ‘Man deserved to hang then.’

         ‘Bar was called Help the Poor Struggler.’

         ‘Strange name for a bar.’

         ‘Strange thing for a hangman to end up behind a long counter.’

         
            *

         

         Hooper had been shackled to Davis in the back of the utility truck that brought them to the prison. Davis was from Chicago, a thin, talkative man. He said he was double-jointed. He could slip his hands out of the cuffs any time he wanted, he said. All you had to do was give the word. They passed through Bristol at the dead of night, the town under blackout. Driving through the Mendip Hills. Stubble fields, gold and red as though the moonlight burned them. Passing through the towns of Clifton and Winterbourne. Passing through Evercreech and Frome.

         ‘Where you from, son?’ Davis said.

         ‘East Atlanta. Key Road.’

         ‘Your first time out of the States?’

         ‘First time out of Atlanta, Georgia.’

         Davis spat over the tailgate of the truck.

         ‘And dearly you wish you had never left it.’

         ‘You got that right.’

         ‘What you doing there?’ Hooper had turned away from Davis and brought his shackled hands together on the bench. He was working on the varnish with the edge of the shackle.

         ‘Writing my name.’

         ‘You won’t half cop it if the redcaps find what you done.’

         ‘I’m just doing the initial. That’s as far as I’m going.’

         ‘As far as you’re going is Shepton Mallet. Last stop on the line.’

         The Negro asked where they were and the MP escort said they were close to Glastonbury. Davis told him about Glastonbury Tor. He said that ley lines ran under the front gate of Shepton Mallet.

         ‘What are ley lines?

         ‘Ley lines is the lines of power. The ancient people knew them.’

         ‘Boy is all caught up by the ancient stuff,’ the MP said, ‘caught up by it till he’s caught up by the neck hisself.’

         ‘Reckon the Negro here believes in that voodoo stuff?’ Davis said.

         ‘Voodoo is from Haiti,’ Hooper said.

         ‘Same difference. Nothing godly in any of it.’

         Hooper says nothing. His grandma told him there are demons out there. She’d seen it herself. Souls are devoured.

         
            *

         

         If he stood on his bed Hooper could see the execution shed. The shed was a windowless red-brick two-storey extension attached to the limestone wall of the old prison. An internal door opened from the main body of the prison into the execution chamber. The trapdoor opened onto a downstairs room with an external door. The external door faced the steel door of the morgue in the next building. January frost on the ground at first light. Fifty minutes after dawn the ground-floor door opened. Two men carried Martinez’s body on a stretcher like something they had stolen. He could hear the sound of their boots on the loose clinker on the ground as though they struck iron there. His grandmother had told stories of graves opened by night and bodies thieved. She said the darkness called out to its own.

         Hooper turned away from the window and lay down on his bed. He closed his eyes. He had left East Atlanta eight months earlier in order to enlist. He had come into New York by bus through the Jersey turnpike. The suburban city lost in dusk, snow flurries blowing through the grid of clapboard houses. America looking lost in a wintry dream of itself. He could see the towers of Manhattan in the distance but he was more aware of the cracked road surface, rubbish piled in the freeway margins, caught in broken chain-link fences. He had expected more. A city that was striven for, epic, rising out of the historic swamplands. Passing road signs. Newark. Idlewild. The lost townships. He wanted to see skyscrapers close up, those theatres of the air.

         He stayed in a Negro hotel on the margins of the wholesale district. His grandma had given him a silver half-dollar when he left home. The coin had a picture of Liberty dressed as a Roman goddess on one side and an eagle on the other. Liberty was carrying branches and an American flag over her shoulder. His grandma had raised him and knew all there was to know.

         Hooper lifted the side of the wardrobe and hid the half-dollar underneath then went out into the city. There were braziers burning on the street. The night was loud with stoop-talk, Negro gutturals. The streets smelt of rotting fruit. Crates of vegetables piled high on the sidewalk. He looked into warehouses and stores, the massive girdered interiors, feeling that he was getting a grasp on the inner matter of the city, the iron-joisted substance of it. It was cold and he saw steam rising from the sidewalk grilles. It surprised him again that the city was gritty, earthbound. On a street corner a prostitute offered him sexual favours.

         She walked in front of him down a lightless alleyway between two buildings, the metal fire escapes over his head, the woman small, light-boned, a scampering figure of folklore mischief, Hooper knowing he was being led out of the light.

         She called to him from the doorway of a building annexe, a windowless boiler room, the entrance a dark opening, the door off its hinges. Ivy grew down from the roof. He knows she’ll be waiting for him in the dark, a princess, her skin flawless, the lips red. Something from a story where fingers were pricked by spindles, poisoned apples.

         He’d felt this in rooms before. The place in Decatur. The place in Little Five Points. The smeared walls, the smell of urine. Here the wall covered in vile scrawls. There are bottles on the floor, torn clothing. A chaise longue with horsehair stuffing protruding. He felt his way to the settee and sat down.

         The woman stands over him. His hair is matted with sweat. There is dried spittle in the corner of his mouth. Her mouth is pursed in distaste. A book lay on the floor and he lifted it. Horseman of the King. The Story of John Wesley.

         ‘Is this yours?’

         ‘Does it look like mine?’

         She lay down on a wool blanket. She was a carnal leftover, the rouged leavings of the night.

      

   


   
      
         

            Two

         

         Pirnmill Aerodrome

20th November 2000

         Early morning. Grey skies. You could see a long way across the aerodrome to the sign for Ocean Sands caravan park. Looking across the block plant. The remnants of some spent industry. Overworked resources, seeping pollutants exhausted. Machinery dented and rusted. A dumper truck with flat tyres. Machine parts leaked diesel sludge onto the concrete apron. You started to wonder what had led to this abandonment. What catastrophe had come to pass.

         Cole imagined the malign traffic that had flowed through this yard. Customs, police, tax inspectors. The administrative weather set at steady rain. Cole looked in the largest shed. A door creaked somewhere at the back, the noise amplified in the girdered ceiling. The place reeked of secret histories, illicit commerce.

         He got out of the car. An elderly man in a white shirt with bloodspots on the collar was waiting for him beside the Ocean Sands sign. He looked like a lone survivalist, edgy, spooked. He kept looking past Cole. As if he knew what was out there. As if he knew it would come again.

         ‘You’re Mr Upritchard?’

         ‘Reverend Wesley Upritchard.’

         ‘You’re the registered owner of this part of aerodrome land, including the caravan park.’

         ‘I own the caravan park but I don’t know you.’

         ‘John Cole, representing the Ministry of Defence interest in this matter.’

         ‘There was never any luck in this land,’ Wesley Upritchard said. ‘Anything said as to her identity?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Nor any word how long she’s been in the ground?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘The sand will hold you down there until it’s good and ready to let you go.’

         ‘How long has the illegal dumping been going on?’

         ‘I don’t know. Lorries come in off the ferry and go out again the same way. Nobody knows nothing about them.’

         ‘They had to cross your land to get to the pit.’

         ‘I cannot witness to that nor deny it. I have seen lights here at night and thought it Ministry of Defence people.’

         ‘Have you told that to the police?’

         ‘I have spoken to Sergeant Lynch.’

         ‘Have you made a formal statement?’

         ‘We’re of the one mind on it, nothing further to add.’

         ‘Everyone has something to add.’

         ‘And what do you have?’

         ‘I have the right to inspect all documentation in relation to the freehold, leasehold, transfers and otherwise.’

         ‘You think one of your own was responsible for what happened to her? A soldier? Is that why you’re here?’

         ‘We don’t know what happened to her.’

         ‘The sands not like right ground.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘The sands shift. Things travel down there. Because she was found here doesn’t mean she was put in the ground here.’

         Cole looked out over the tailings pond beside the block yard. A crust of dried sand on top and underneath the liquid tonnage. Deep tectonic movement. The land shifting beneath your feet.

         ‘She should have stayed down there.’

         ‘I don’t think she had a choice in the matter.’

         ‘She should have stayed down there until she was called.’

         ‘Called?’

         ‘On the day of Resurrection.’

         ‘Do you have land maps here, Reverend Upritchard, deeds, anything like that?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘I can just look them up in the land registry. As I said, I have jurisdiction in this.’

         ‘There is only one jurisdiction we are answerable to.’

         ‘I need to find Sergeant Lynch.’

         ‘Try the Legion at the harbour. It’s the kind of place you might find a sporting man.’

         
            *

         

         There was racing on the television with the sound turned down, jockeys in muted silk turning into the home straight. Kempton Park, Chepstow. Labouring towards the line in rain-blown provincial racetracks. Sleet coming in from the sea against the Legion windows. The girl behind the bar was Latvian, the product of some gritty Baltic seaport. Her small dissatisfied-looking mouth turned down at the corners.

         ‘I was told Sergeant Lynch was here?’ She shook her head. Cole looked at the other drinkers but they kept their heads down. He lifted a copy of the Racing Post, set himself to studying the form. He saw the bargirl look up as the door opened. Lynch. The policeman’s face covered in old acne scars like a mask of affliction.

         ‘John Cole. Ministry of Defence. We talked on the phone.’

         ‘I hear tell you’re looking into the body.’

         ‘You hear right. The body and the dumping.’

         ‘What’s your interest?’

         ‘A body found on what might be Ministry land. A possible crime.’

         ‘There’s no evidence so far that the girl was the victim of a crime. Can you confirm that the land belongs to the MOD?’

         ‘I intend to. Has the body been identified?’

         ‘Female between the ages of sixteen and twenty-five. Doesn’t fit any listed missing person. We’re looking at historic.’

         ‘Where is she?’

         ‘Who?’

         ‘The dead girl.’

         ‘Where do they put dead people?’

         ‘The morgue.’

         ‘Then that’s where she is.’

         ‘Is it open?’

         ‘Only if you’re dead.’

         ‘Who’s in charge?’

         ‘The mortician is Morgan.’

         ‘What investigations are being carried out?’

         ‘An inquest is scheduled for next Monday.’

         ‘Why wait so long?’

         ‘She’s been down there long enough. She’ll wait awhile. There’s been samples took. They’ll wait for them to come back from the lab. They want to establish how long she’s been in the ground before they use the knife on her.’

         She’s been down there long enough. The girl lost in the strata, the deep undertow of the sand.

         ‘What about the lorries doing the dumping?’

         ‘They’ve been coming in on the ferry, going straight back out again. There’s no way to track them down.’

         ‘Somebody must have seen something.’

         ‘There’s a woman lives on her own out on the Limekiln road,’ Lynch said. ‘She made a complaint about lorries at night. Artics. Putting the hammer down. No lights. No one paid her any heed.’

         ‘No investigation?’

         ‘We thought she was dreaming,’ Lynch said, ‘she doesn’t recall much. The clutch has slipped.’

         ‘What do you mean the clutch has slipped?’

         ‘A stroke or something like it. A cerebral event, Mr Cole. She’s as smart as a whip they say, but she can’t talk right. The words come out wrong. She was left at the altar after the war and she hasn’t been right since.’

         ‘Left at the altar?’

         ‘In the forties. An airman. He never came back. It happened around here.’

         ‘What about forensics?’

         ‘A scene of crime team come down from HQ.’

         ‘They examined the scene?’

         ‘They stood around looking at the hole in the ground and says to me what do you think we can tell from that? Not very much says I, and they agreed.’

         ‘They take samples as well?’

         ‘We don’t have the time nor the money to be analysing filth from a hole in the ground for them that’s been dead fifty years, they says.’

         ‘I didn’t know there was a time limit, Sergeant.’

         ‘They put on the white suits right enough and examined the ground, but it was churned up with men’s boots and lorry tracks. They done their duty. What would be there fifty-odd years after she died?’

         
            *

         

         Cole followed Lynch out onto the quay. A north-east wind blew up the boat channel. Hanks of net twine blew through the harbour margins, caught on discarded trawl cable. There were scattered fish scales, marine diesel spills. A white box van was parked at the inner basin. A group of women stood in the lee of the ice plant. They each held a leather-bound hymnal. Men in black suits took speakers dressed in black cloth from the rear of the van and set them on tripods. A portable harmonium was handed over the wall and placed between the speakers. The men moved deliberately. They regarded themselves as elect. A girl stood apart from the women with her back to the outer basin. She wore a floral skirt which touched the ground. She had on a white cap. Her fringe was gathered under it and her hair fell to her waist at the back.

         The women wore long dresses buttoned to the throat. They wore no make-up. They seemed to have come from a latter century, pilgrim wives. An elder sat down to the harmonium. The voices of the women coming across the harbour. This was the hymnal of the town, the voices cadenced, God-haunted. The girl joined the other women, her back half-turned. The oldest man beckoned to her to put her hair under the cap. Upritchard.

         ‘Who are they?’

         ‘The Elected Brethren.’

         ‘Look like they belong in history.’

         ‘Some of them.’

         ‘Not all?’

         ‘I’m one of them.’

         Morne Hospital

         The hospital stood on the high ground above the river. It had been built on the site of the town workhouse and the workhouse graveyard stood on the river below the hospital. Ungraven stone markers beneath the scrub grass.

         The hospital building was closed save for the morgue. Wartime Nissen huts in the hospital grounds served as the old people’s home for the infirm of the town and its hinterland. Cole could see residents in wingback chairs in the closed-in glass porch. Bone-thin, palsied.

         A hearse was parked behind the quarters of the old. The undertaker Morgan wore a black tailcoat and top hat at the wheel, a carnival barker’s attire, peddling an underhand burlesque. There’d be something behind canvas only shown after dark, some whimpering thing lying in the straw. He opened the car window to Cole, his eyes fixed straight ahead.

         ‘The old in this place act like bloody royalty,’ Morgan said, ‘and them the leavings of the town.’

         ‘The leavings of the town?’

         ‘Put names to every one of them, seed, breed and generation. They think they’re on the brink of salvation but they’re not.’

         The old people seemed imperious to Cole, a peerage of their kind. One of them lifted a hand to the car.

         ‘After the war the hospital was all sorts. Ambulance station. Children’s home. Old people’s home. Then they parked the geriatrics in the huts. The place is closed, falling down.’ Morgan pointed to the portico of the main hospital building. Part of the plaster had fallen away from the inside wall to show the granite rubble construction behind.

         ‘There’s a smell of chemicals off your dead girl.’

         ‘What kind of chemicals?’

         ‘Formaldehyde. It may be that the formalin was part of the hospital waste.’

         ‘I don’t know what that is.’

         ‘Dilute formaldehyde. It’s a preservative and bactericide. Histology labs use it for keeping organ samples. Undertakers keep gallon flagons. When you’re done you can’t just tip them down the drain. If some of that has been dumped on top of her, the body would keep. Complicates the autopsy process.’

         ‘How soon will you know how long the body has been there?’

         ‘I don’t know. Wesley Upritchard is anxious to know as well. He owns part of the land. Wants the Ministry to own the rest of it. Lets him off the hook.’

         ‘Off the hook?’

         ‘It lets him off the hook with regard to having a recent corpse on his rotten property. Doesn’t absolve him of anything else.’

         ‘He’s a minister. Absolution should come natural.’

         ‘Upritchard and his pals ran this town since the war. That’s a lot of sinning.’

         ‘Can I see her?’

         ‘That’s court business, mister. You need to apply for an order.’

         Cole imagined he could smell the formalin now, the chemical stink working its way into the neural pathways. He felt as if cold hands were dragging him down into some elaborate devising of the underworld.

         
            *

         

         In the car he took a photograph from his pocket. The photo had been printed on bromide paper in greyscale. The top left-hand corner creased and the surface spotted with brown damp marks but the two boys are clear enough. One sits at a metal-framed wooden desk, the other stands behind, a teenager, posed with his hand on the sitting boy’s shoulder. The younger boy is smiling, gap-toothed. The older boy looks solemn. The world on his shoulders. They are both wearing grey school shorts. The older boy’s jumper is frayed at the cuffs. Both are wearing black shoes that look too big and heavy for their thin, white legs. You think rickets, slum diseases. There is a heavy cast-iron radiator in the background, the floors stone-flagged. The photograph token of a promise made.

         
            *

         

         Cole parked in the Hollow behind the Roxboro Hotel. The river in flood. Debris on the margins. Water in choked drains, the sucking darkness. The far bank in blackness. Slum clearances here thirty years ago, the site levelled. Children with diphtheria. His room was at the rear of the building, looking out over the Hollow and beyond that the roofs of the town, the streetlights glowing like naphtha, giving way to the shadows of old entryways, back yards, the town’s unslept gothic. A rainsquall blown in from the sea darkened the town.

         He walked across the car park. Two girls were outside the off licence. They wore coloured blouses in pink and blue which stood out like damask in the stark yard. Two boys stood in the lee of the dancehall gable, shoulders hunched against the driven blast. Cole wondered what they waited on for there seemed no prospect of anything other than more rain, more night.

      

   


   
      
         

            Three

         

         Ocean Sands Caravan Park

20th November 2000

         The security camera outside the Lighthouse cafe is tilted towards the oldest caravan in the park, its rust-streaked cladding and tyres sunk to the axle in the sand. Kay’s caravan. The step up is an upturned crate. The curtains are hung on plastic-covered wire and do not close properly, so that sometimes Kay can be glimpsed passing close to the window.

         A Hitachi jeep pulls up. Wesley Upritchard walks straight to the door. He doesn’t look around. He’s gone beyond that level of furtiveness. The door opens as he reaches it. The camera records a woman’s bare arm holding the door handle. Kay’s arm. Then the door closes and the camera frames the caravan, sand rustling in the chassis, marram grass bent over in the wind.

         Kay had just showered. A towel wrapped around her head, her blouse and skirt for the next day ironed. Bathed and shriven in a white bathrobe. There was a smell of nail varnish remover, a bottle of cleanser and cotton wool on the Formica table.

         ‘This caravan should be scrapped. It lowers the tone.’

         ‘I didn’t know there was a tone. What do you want, Minister Upritchard? I paid the rent.’

         ‘I’m not here for that. You know about the sandpit?’

         ‘About the body they found? Of course. I saw the police and undertaker there.’

         ‘What did you hear about it?’

         ‘All I heard is that they found a body.’

         ‘You’ve been gathering stuff from the war. All things best left alone.’

         ‘It’s the reason I’m here. Uniforms and things. The library exhibition.’

         ‘They’re saying the body’s from the wartime. Some local girl got in trouble with an American soldier during the war. He took off and she threw herself into the sandpit in her despair.’

         ‘Is that what they’re saying?’

         ‘She wouldn’t be the first around here did it. She got what she deserved perhaps. The wages of sin.’

         ‘High wages, Minister. Who was the man came round today?’

         ‘Ministry of Defence lawyer. Says that the body might have been found on their ground.’

         ‘Was it?’

         ‘It could be. None of it is mine anyway. I have willed it to the congregation. To the Brethren.’

         Upritchard turned to her, his hands held palm-upwards in appeal. He was surrendering his life bounty. The failing business, the corrupted ground. He was a forlorn elder in a black suit. Kindly, misunderstood.

         ‘I’ll leave you in peace.’

         ‘Peace would suit both of us, Reverend. I got to visit someone.’

         ‘Who?’

         ‘An old woman lives on the Limekiln road.’

         ‘Lily.’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘She has not been in her right mind for many years.’

         ‘They say she was in love with an airman. He got lost in the war.’

         ‘Plenty of people got lost in the war. Who put you on to her?’

         ‘That would be telling.’

         ‘There’s things best left alone.’

         ‘Somebody always says that.’

         ‘And maybe they’re right.’

         ‘Maybe, Reverend. For the moment you’re on your own with a half-dressed woman in a caravan and she’s asking you to leave.’

         ‘Give my regards to Lily. Tell her I was asking for her.’

         ‘I might.’

         The Chalets, Limekiln Road

         Kay pulled up outside a line of holiday chalets with flat tarred roofs built along the Limekiln road. The place an essay in the temporary. The paint had been stripped from the chalets by wind and salt and the wooden fronts had silvered and warped. The front gardens were unkempt. Marram grass grew through the fence stakes.

         The Limekiln road. No place for a woman to live on her own. No place for anyone to live on their own. The road running along the sea’s edge. At night the east wind rattles the dry stems in the reed beds. In the dark there is the call of seabirds from the mudflats, eerie pipings carried across the shifting channels and tide races. Brackish drains carry run-off into the shallows. Dead alder trees on the verges. People come out from the town to dump on the scrublands.

         The doctor said that the chalets were not suitable for an elderly woman but Lily knew that they were the only place. A location for all that had failed, clung to without reason or hope. The wind found the unplanked spaces, the shrunken doorjambs, coming up through the floorboards. There were rustlings in the foundations. Dead shrubs rattled against the windowpanes. The substance of the house was probed by the night and found wanting. There were roof spaces, hollow stud walls, cavities, voids.

         Inside the front door, the prayer book on the hall stand. Blown sand carried through the hall door and onto the linoleum. Kay called Lily’s name into the darkness.

         They sat in the lean-to kitchen. Rain on the corrugated roof above their heads. Kay watched Lily put out her tea at a steel-framed table with a red Formica top. Lily eating austere meals, the radio on in the corner, a cracked transistor playing country. The back door strained against its hinges as though something sought entry. Lily said never turn your back on the sea. It was not a thing to be liked. There were kelpies, mournful voices. You had to beware. You could be drawn down into the faithless depths.

         Kay went upstairs and into the bedroom, pushing aside the curtain that hung in the doorway. Rain beat upon the roof. You could feel the walls flex in the wind, the windows loose in their frames, shantytown sounds.

         Kay started to fix Lily’s bedding. Folding and tucking. Firming things, smoothing and easing. Lily followed her.

         ‘They found a body. Word is someone who took their own life years ago,’ Kay said.

         ‘I hear.’ Lily’s unstructured sentences resonating in the cold night. Words had long ago started to slip away from Lily. They no longer attached themselves to things. Household items all around her, eerie and nameless.

         ‘A woman. They’re saying from the war.’

         ‘War take people. War die them.’

         ‘The poor girl.’

         ‘Naked her?’

         ‘The girl? Was she dressed you mean? I don’t know.’

         ‘Come bare world go bare world.’

         ‘I hope not, Lily.’

         ‘Lonesome her.’

         ‘I know. Time for bed.’

         Lily rose and went to the window. She opened the curtains and looked across the lough shore to the dark mass of the aerodrome.

         ‘What are you doing?’

         ‘Look sky. Look day, look night.’

         ‘What are you looking for?’

         ‘Oscar Tango Bravo.’

         ‘I wish I knew what you meant sometimes.’

         Kay came over and stood beside her. She felt Lily’s head against her cheek, the feathered texture of her grey hair, her frame light-boned as though she readied herself for the air so that if Kay opened the window the old woman would float beyond her, out over the starless lough. There were lights moving on the sand dunes on the other side of the water. Hunters from the city lamping hares in the marram grass.

         The Lighthouse Cafe, Pirnmill

         The cafe is at the entrance to the caravan park. Blown sand piles against the seaward side. A wooden-framed building with a bitumen roof, the wood seams shrunken, its window frames loose, rattling in the east wind blowing up the channel. The cafe has been closed for several years. The wind has scoured the painted signs. Ices. Soft drinks.

         Upritchard’s jeep is parked outside the front door. A security camera above the door, the kind of camera you get in a small business. Grey-cased, tilted. Cabling stapled to the wall. There is dust on the lens, accumulated grime on the plastic.

         Inside tables and chairs have been stacked to one side of the cafe. The beech planking on the floor has gapped and sprung. The glass counter top is covered with dust and sand. A cake stand lies on its side in a display case. Upritchard catches sight of himself in the specked mirror behind the counter. He looks furtive, shambling. He goes into the office behind the counter. It is late. Upritchard doesn’t sleep well.

         The camera cabling runs to a box on a shelf. There are boxes of receipts, used till rolls. A green light flashing on the video recorder. The recorder is on a twenty-four-hour loop. The tape erases itself and starts again. The footfall of the years stored then wiped out. The mounting has shifted so that you can’t see people’s faces. The customers, the ticket sellers, summer visitors, coming and going in silence, winter coats giving way to shirtsleeves then the autumn again and when the door opens dead leaves whirl through the door darkly. The ghost images overlaid again and again.

         Upritchard stares at the camera. He has been lay preacher of the Elected Brethren since the Reverend Davidson died. He knows he is unworthy of the role. He has never married. Unworthy of that as well. This is as near as he has ever got, at spy on the summer visitors, girls undressing in the dunes, couples in parked cars after dark. The camera fixed on the librarian’s caravan now. Leaves blow across the frame, reed fragments. There is turbulence off-screen. Easterlies blowing into the mouth of the lough. Clouds race. A swell beats against the shingle and the sand dunes. Someone moves into the frame, wearing a long coat, collar pulled up, the figure along the caravan siding towards the window supported by one hand, the face turned towards the caravan window. The curtains are closed but there was a blade of light showing and the figure outside pressed their face against the window at that point, both hands against the window, covetous of what the interior held, the women space. A gust of wind rocks the caravan and the cowled figure moves with the wind, drifting out of frame. Upritchard steps back. A figure of the night from an old tale, cloaked, revenant. When he looks again the frame is empty. 

      

   


   
      
         

            Four

         

         The Chalets

21st November 2000

         The chalets were set back from the road. Two storeys with old shedding to the rear. Cole went to the front door and knocked. He waited for it to be answered. He looked across the bay. The bents and shallows exposed at low tide showed the concrete stands of aerodrome landing lights, the rusted baseplates of the light gantries still visible. A freighter rode out the tide at the mouth of the channel, deck lights blazing.

         He saw a woman at a side window of the porch. Her pale, shrunken face hung in the glass. She stepped clear of the window and opened the door. She wore a tweed skirt and a green blouse closed at the neck with a brooch.

         ‘My name is Cole. I represent the Ministry of Defence. I’m looking into events at the aerodrome.’

         ‘Found girl.’

         ‘A body was found, yes.’

         ‘Oscar Tango Bravo.’

         ‘I heard you saw lorries on the Limekiln road?’

         ‘Come with no lights them lorries. Maybe dream them.’

         ‘They weren’t a dream. How many?’

         ‘No one ask Lily, no one tell.’

         ‘You reported it?’

         ‘Tell Lynch. Bad article.’

         ‘He said nothing?’

         ‘Says Lily afraid out here on her own. Care home for Lily he says, keep your silly beak shut.’

         ‘You don’t want to be put into a home. Lynch was threatening you with it?’

         ‘Lily not afraid.’

         ‘If you say so.’

         ‘I say so.’

         ‘Lonely here though.’

         ‘Lily not lonely. Has Kay.’

         ‘Who’s Kay?’

         ‘Library girl. Listen.’

         ‘Listen for what?’

         
            *

         

         Lily’s been waiting for the planes for many years, her Oscar Tango Bravo, the sound of the engines coming back off the mountain. The heavy motor sound, labouring through the map contours. Navigator crouched in the bay. Wingtips iced from eight hours at thirty-five thousand feet. Minus eighteen on the fuselage. Coming in from Gander and Newfoundland, the frozen bases, flying on auxiliary tanks light on ballast and no payload, the controls light, the pilot’s eyes on the altimeter, for the updraught will carry the aircraft a thousand feet either direction in seconds.

         Cole followed her eyes out to the bay. The mountains enclose the lough, form a canyon, the air currents shifting. A side wind you thought you’d imagined alters your bearing seven or eight degrees.

         Lily sees it the way it was fifty-five years ago. The landing lights coming on at night, a V shape pointing towards the main runway opening up in front of them, the light skein seen from three miles out at two thousand feet. Cole only sees used shotgun cartridges half-sunk in the machair channels. The reed beds shifting in the wind. Beyond the reed beds the mud shallows and the channel empty of shipping.

         When Lily looked again Cole was gone.

         The Library, Morne Esplanade

         Dusk on the Esplanade. A man in a raincoat made his way alone by the iron railings and past the front steps of the library. Cole. The red sandstone darkened by salt wind blown up from the tide. Dark wood, heavy wrought-iron spouting detached and crooked. The annexe roof showed wooden laths where loose slates had been carried off in western gales. The windows shiver in loose putty, the frames decayed. A facade of sombre purpose, that purpose now lost. Cole put his hand to the brass door handle, stained green where sea spray had corroded it. The interior hallway was dim, the lights covered with dust. The lending desk stood at the entrance to the book room. Kay standing with her hands on the dark wood as though she were about to testify.

         ‘I’d like to speak to the librarian.’

         ‘I’m the only person working here.’

         ‘I’m looking for some information on the aerodrome. My name is Cole. I’m from the Ministry of Defence.’

         ‘What do you want, Mr Cole?’

         ‘I need to see anything you have on the original land purchase of the aerodrome.’

         ‘You’d be better looking at the register of deeds. This isn’t a legal depository.’

         ‘I intend to look but the land maps may not be conclusive.’

         ‘I think we have the original land maps and compulsory purchase orders.’

         ‘Are they available to view?’

         ‘Yes. Not that anyone ever does. They should have been transferred out of here long since but nobody is interested. So you’re here about the land, not that poor girl.’

         ‘Dead girls aren’t my area. What do you know about her?’

         ‘Nothing.’

         ‘It’s just a question.’

         ‘Then why do I feel like I’m standing in a witness box?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘The building was a courthouse before it was a library.’

         ‘Maybe that’s it.’

         ‘Maybe.’

         ‘If I asked you to tell the whole truth and nothing but the truth, would that help?’

         ‘No. Nobody tells the whole truth about anything round here.’

         ‘Even under oath?’

         ‘Especially. But I’m not under oath, am I?’

         ‘Of course not. Can I see the records now?’

         ‘You can have a few hours, until nine.’

         ‘It’ll be a start.’

         ‘There are a lot of records down there.’

         ‘I’m used to looking in archives.’ 

         
            *

         

         A metal staircase with a wooden balustrade led down to the records room and offices in the basement. Cole followed Kay down into the basement area, the dim-lit realm. Forty-watt bulbs in dusty storerooms. They walked along a steel gantry. The stairway caged in one-inch wire mesh. Her shoes rang on the metalwork. He watched their shadows on the wall. Her shadow upright, his looking bent and crabbed as though malice followed her into the deep places of the building. Withdrawn library books in cardboard cartons were left on the metal steps. The corridor was bare whitewash with glossed pipework leading to the furnace room.

         ‘Most of the town records are here. Court documents. Medical records. You can’t remove anything.’

         ‘I won’t need to at the moment.’

         ‘Here.’

         ‘What’s this?’

         ‘Wartime map. It might be relevant.’

         
            *

         

         Cole waited until she climbed the stairs then he closed the records room door behind him.
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