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			For Tom

			 

			Also for Luke Noakes for taking me out on his trawler Valentine,

			with apologies for depicting the trawlermen of Folkestone 

			as other than the fine community that they are.
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			One

			Something really, really bad was about to happen.

			What it was, Alexandra Cupidi wasn’t sure. She was sitting on a cafe bench with a coffee that could have been worse, surrounded in every direction by happy people. The sun was out. Summer bugs dipped in and out of the wild flowers that squeezed their way through the shingle beach. Multicoloured nylon kites flew in a blue July sky.

			It was there in her chest; a cold, dark, malevolent slug.

			Something really, really bad was about to happen.

			However hard she looked around, she could see nothing that would explain what it was that made her so anxious.

			 

			The Light Railway Cafe was the terminus for the Romney, Hythe and Dymchurch Railway, close to the house on the promontory in which she lived with her daughter.

			It was July, the time of year when the misanthropes, artists, nature-lovers and eccentrics who lived on Dungeness were already tiring of the crowds of tourists who flocked here, disgorging from the comically small train to queue to climb the stone stairs of the old black lighthouse, and to wander around photographing the houses and the locals like they were exhibits, wondering what else you were supposed to do here in this strange, flat place.

			Bungalows and shacks dotted the scrubby landscape as if scattered there like dice. The Light Railway Cafe was like most buildings here; a hotchpotch of rough rectangles joined at any angle the builder had fancied, held together with paint.

			Something was wrong.

			It made her skin itch. If only she knew what it was.

			 

			The next train was on its way, clattering down the curve of narrow track that ran along the shingle. This one, Alex noticed, was different. It was decorated with flowers; garlands hung from the windows, fluttering as it moved. She squinted through the afternoon sun at it.

			Steam from the funnel drifted slowly south towards them, ahead of the train.

			There was something comical about the small train. The light railway had been built as a tourist attraction, its terminus this ramshackle cafe. When the war broke out a few years later, the army commandeered the railway to shift the materials needed to build sea defences all along the shore, and the few tourists it attracted then vanished. This small train still ran, driven and tended by disproportionately large men, and dwarfed by this landscape. The huge bulk of the nuclear power station to the west only made it look more like a children’s toy, casually abandoned.

			Abrupt laughter travelled ahead of the train, carried by a gust of wind. The passengers in the flower-decked carriages were having a party.

			‘Wedding party,’ said someone. They were right. As the tiny train slowed at the Dungeness station, the engine driver blew the whistle – poop-poop! – and Alex saw the glimpse of white inside the flower-decked carriage. A weekday wedding. The bride emerged first, red hair buffeting in the wind, and then everybody piled out behind her, screaming and shouting, carrying bottles of sparkling wine by the neck. They were drunk, thought Alex, joyfully so.

			And then a second white wedding dress stepped out of the carriage: a younger woman with short bleached hair; a wedding of two brides.

			 

			The wedding party poured out of the station and made their way to the cafe where Alex was sitting.

			‘Congratulations,’ the tourists called out to them.

			The red-haired woman, older than she had looked from a distance – late thirties perhaps – smiled a little shyly. ‘Thanks.’ Women in heels tottered on the shingle. Men moved among them, shirts half untucked, eyes losing focus from drink.

			Alex recognised one. Curly was local; he had grown up close by in one of the wooden houses. His family had been fishermen here, and he still kept his twin-hulled boat here.

			Curly smiled goofily at Alex when he spotted her there.

			‘Who’s the happy couple?’ she asked.

			‘That’s Tina,’ he said, pointing to the red-haired bride, ‘and that’s Stella. We’re stopping here for lunch.’

			She had never seen Curly in a suit. It looked wrong. He had the sunburned leathery skin of someone who spent his days here on the beach; his hair was thin, a mixture of pale grey and sandy yellow. ‘Can I get you a drink?’ He pointed towards the small hut named ‘Ales on the Rails’.

			The day yawned in front of her. ‘Why not?’

			She had nothing at all to do today. It was driving her crazy.

			 

			They had arranged two of the tables in a single row, the brides at one end, and they had ordered fish and chips, and sandwiches. Alex joined them, squeezing onto the end of the picnic table bench seats.

			‘You ever married?’ Curly asked.

			‘Just the once. Zoë’s dad. You?’

			‘Nobody wanted me,’ he said.

			‘Can’t say I’m surprised.’

			‘Lovely girl, Tina,’ said Curly. ‘Known her since she was a baby. Worked with her dad on the trawlers. She deserves a little happiness.’

			Squeezed on the end of the table, Alex looked up towards the two women. They were holding hands across the rickety table, smiling. It didn’t look like a little happiness to her; it looked like a lot of it. She felt that familiar pull in her guts; that something was wrong here. Nothing would make this feeling go away.

			‘Not working today?’

			‘Off sick,’ said Alex.

			‘Oh. Nothing bad, I hope?’

			Alex didn’t answer. She picked up the wine Curly had brought her and took a generous swig. The guests chattered. Everything was bright with summer sunshine. She took in every detail, as if looking for something out of place, something that could spoil this perfect day.

			She looked at children playing tag in the car park. She looked at a kite shaped like a comma, dipping down over the flat ground, then soaring up again. She looked at lovers, holding hands as they walked by the tiny art gallery by the lighthouse.

			And then she saw a woman, a long way off, striding with a sense of purpose.

			As the guests chatted, she approached. She was walking towards them at speed.

			‘Excuse me,’ Alex said to Curly. She untangled herself from the packed picnic table and stood. The woman was in her fifties or sixties, dressed in a plain grey mac, gloves still on, as if defying the summer.

			Alex’s skin prickled. From a distance, Alex could see the sheen of unwiped tears that ran down her face; occasionally she gulped for breath.

			By now Alex had left the group she had been with and was approaching the woman walking along the concrete track. Alex called out, ‘Is everything OK?’

			The woman ignored her; strode up towards her, and then straight on past. Alex turned to look where she was heading and saw that she was unbuttoning her grey coat.

			Nervous now, Alex ran back towards the group to get ahead of the crying woman, and as she did she saw, tucked into the belt of the woman’s dress beneath the open coat, a long, grey steel blade.

			Ants were suddenly crawling all over Alex’s skin. ‘I’m a police officer,’ Alex said, voice as low as she could. ‘I can help.’

			The woman paid no attention yet, grasped the handle with her right hand and pulled it out, holding it horizontally out in front of her.

			‘Stop,’ said Alex, louder this time.

			The woman blinked, twisted to her right to point the weapon straight at Alex’s midriff.

			‘Shut up,’ the woman screamed.

			The chatter and laughter stopped abruptly.

			Alex stood, arms raised up, drawing her midriff back from the machete in front of her. The edge had been sharpened recently and glittered in the brightness. The woman shook.

			‘Put it down. Let’s talk about this.’

			One of the revellers saw the blade and screamed; the scream stopped as quickly as it started.

			‘Put it down,’ pleaded Alex.

			Everything was suddenly quiet. The wind seemed to drop. Gulls hung, stationary in solid air.

			And to her surprise, the woman did as she had been told, dropping the weapon onto the ground where it clattered on the tarmac.

			The woman in grey raised a finger of the hand that had dropped the weapon and pointed it at the red-haired bride.

			‘Murderer!’ the woman screamed. ‘Bloody murderer.’

			And the red-haired woman, open-mouthed, eyes huge, paled; her skin almost as white as the dress she was wearing.

		

	
		
			Two

			The wedding party broke up; most of the guests caught the next train back to Hythe, shaken by what had happened. Taxis arrived to collect others, who muttered apologies before they departed. Curly stayed behind with the two brides, who sat close on the bench, arms around each other, whispering together, shocked by what had happened.

			The first police car to arrive was driven by a Civil Nuclear Constabulary officer. He was based at the nearby power station. He offered Alex handcuffs and started collecting names and addresses while the woman in the grey coat sat in his car waiting for someone from Kent Police to come and collect her.

			‘You’re the police officer who lives round here, aren’t you?’ The young CNC officer was new. Alex didn’t recognise him.

			Curly had brought Alex a fresh glass of wine because he said she looked like she needed one. ‘Yes.’

			‘Weird place to live, isn’t it? Right next to that lot.’ He nodded at the power station.

			‘Weird place to work, when there’s nothing for you to do,’ she answered.

			The boy looked hurt; but it was true. The CNC were a heavily armed unit, guarding a nuclear facility that no one wanted to attack anyway. ‘You not at work today, then?’

			‘I have been told to take a little time off for the good of my mental health,’ she said.

			‘Sick leave?’

			‘Yes.’ She held up the glass.

			‘Unlucky for you; lucky for everyone else here, by the sound of it. Did you know the woman with the machete?’

			‘Never seen her before in my life,’ said Alex.

			‘Only, some of these people . . .’ He looked around. ‘They’re telling me you stood up and approached her well before she pulled out the weapon.’ He looked at his little dark-blue notebook. ‘And you had some words with her. Why did you approach her?’

			‘I’ll be honest,’ said Alex, ‘I have been asking myself exactly the same thing.’

			‘She was acting suspiciously?’

			She had been dressed for the wrong weather, that’s all. ‘Not really. I just . . .’ She tried to think what had made her do it. ‘I just knew something really bad was going to happen,’ she said.

			‘That’s a copper’s instinct, then. Seeing something out of place. Knowing that something was wrong.’

			Alex shivered.

			‘Pretty bloody impressive,’ said the copper. ‘I’d buy you a drink too, only some of us are still on duty.’

			 

			Back at the table, Curly lit a cigarette and said, ‘Poor cow.’

			‘You know her?’ asked Alex.

			‘Mandy. Tina’s mother-in-law. Ex-mother-in-law, I should say. She’s not right.’

			‘Ex-mother-in-law? You mean . . . ?’

			Alex looked at the woman, stationary in the police car, staring straight ahead, no regret on her face for what she’d just tried to do.

			He lowered his voice so the brides could not hear. ‘Mandy Hogben. Tina used to be married to her son Frank Hogben. They married young, you know? Tina was eighteen years old. Frank’s dead. Died in a fishing accident. Nothing to do with her, but Mandy never believed that.’

			‘What kind of accident?’

			‘Fell overboard on a trawler out of Folkestone.’

			‘Why does she blame Tina, then?’

			‘Like I said, not right in the head. Not her fault. Just tough on Tina.’

			At the other end of the table Tina was crying; her new wife was trying to make fun of her, wiping her tears with her veil.

			‘Not a great thing to happen on your wedding day.’

			‘You said it,’ said Curly.

			‘So he just fell overboard?’

			‘No life jacket. No harness. No chance at all.’

			‘Why didn’t anybody save him?’

			‘Nobody saw it happen. The other guy on the boat was asleep down below. Came back on deck, engine running, nobody on deck.’

			Alex thought for a while. ‘So how can they be so sure he fell overboard, then?’

			‘I thought you were off work.’

			Alex had two more weeks of counselling ahead of her. She would soon be returning to work on what they called ‘light duties’. The phrase filled her with dread. ‘So?’ she demanded.

			‘If you’re on board a trawler one minute, and the next you’re gone, that’s about the only explanation there is.’

			She studied his face for a second. The sun never reached the bottom of Curly’s wrinkles, she noticed; little deltas of white skin beneath the reddy brown.

			‘I used to go out on that boat sometimes,’ said Curly. ‘It was called The Hopeful.’

			‘Some name. Did they go back and look for him?’

			‘You have any idea what it’s like to lose a man at sea? Worst thing in the world that can happen. They called out the coastguard and everything. But there wasn’t much point. They were in the Channel. It was March. Unless you’ve got an immersion suit on, you’ve got ten, maybe twenty minutes in the water and then you’re gone.’

			‘Find his body?’

			‘No life jacket on. They never did.’

			Alex looked round. The face of the woman in the car was like iron.

			‘When was all this?’

			‘Seven years ago.’

			‘So his body never turned up in all that time?’

			The sound of waves on shingle a long way off. ‘That’s right.’

			Seven years dead; it takes seven years to make a declaration of presumed death. ‘That’s why they’re getting married. They never found the body, so Tina couldn’t marry again until now.’

			Curly didn’t answer.

			‘How long have they been lovers then?’

			Curly turned his head and looked at her for a while. ‘You’ve got a bad mind, Alexandra Cupidi,’ he said eventually.

			At that moment, as if she knew what they were talking about, the dead man’s mother turned her head to the left and stared at them, unflinching. In those eyes Alex recognised that dangerous kind of emptiness. She was beyond caring what anyone thought.

			 

			The younger bride, Stella, stood, picked up a bottle of wine and approached Alex with a glass. ‘I wanted to say thanks,’ she said. Her eyes were an extraordinary bright shade of blue. ‘You were cool. She could have hurt you.’

			‘Not a great thing to happen on your wedding day.’

			She handed Alex the glass and poured wine into it without asking if she wanted any. ‘Well, it’s a day we’re never going to forget, at least.’

			‘Sorry about your guests.’

			‘We wanted to get rid of them anyway. We’re on our honeymoon now.’

			‘Here?’ Alex looked around. This wasn’t the sort of place people usually came on their honeymoons.

			‘We’re staying over there.’ She pointed to a low, pale-blue bungalow, the far side of the new lighthouse. ‘A whole week. Mostly in bed,’ she added with a mischievous smile.

			Over her shoulder, Tina sat alone at the end of the table, wedding dress already grubby at the hem. Stella had shrugged off the attack; Tina still looked shaken, her face pale and her eyes red. ‘I can’t wait,’ said Stella.

			When Alex looked towards the pale-blue bungalow with white-framed windows, she saw also the flashing blue lights of an approaching police car.

		

	
		
			Three

			It was an unmarked vehicle, a green Skoda, blue lights flashing through the grille. It was coming to take Mandy Hogben into custody. Even at this distance, coming down the straight track, disappearing between houses and patches of scrub, Alex could see that there were two people inside. As it rounded the corner near the old lighthouse, slowing for a gaggle of tourists who loitered on the single-track road, Alex recognised one: the driver.

			‘Here they come,’ said the CNC officer, sounding relieved to be about to have the woman off his hands.

			The Skoda pulled up next to the CNC car, and a small, neat young woman got out. ‘That her?’ she said, looking at Mandy Hogben sitting alone radiating hatred.

			No hello or anything. Which was odd, because Detective Constable Jill Ferriter was Alex’s colleague and her best friend. That corporeal sense of unease was back; a dream-like feeling that something was still very wrong. It wasn’t the woman in grey.

			Something was still setting off bells in Alex’s head. She scanned the horizon looking for anything else that felt out of place that would explain this conviction.

			‘This is Detective Sergeant Cupidi,’ the CNC officer was saying, suddenly eager to talk to this younger, so much prettier policewoman. ‘She’s the one who apprehended the alleged assailant. Perhaps you two know each other already?’

			‘How come they’re sending you out to something like this, Jill?’

			‘We were just down the road, doing . . . something.’ Jill’s voice was unsteady, her face pale.

			‘Doing what?’

			‘Some bad business,’ said Jill quietly.

			At that point, Jill’s passenger, a uniformed officer, opened the passenger door, leaned out, and was sick onto the compacted shingle next to the car.

			‘Is that Colin Gilchrist?’ asked Alex. She looked from one to the other. ‘What’s wrong?’

			‘Like I said, dead bad business.’ Jill looked shaken herself.

			‘What bad business?’

			Jill walked to the back of the Skoda. ‘Listen, Alex. You’re supposed to be taking time off from all this. We’re only here for that one. Don’t ask.’

			‘What’s been going on? You look genuinely like shit.’

			‘Drop it. Just not now, love, OK? Please.’

			Jill opened the boot and pulled out a tactical vest for herself and another for Gilchrist, but when she realised Alex was standing next to her, Jill slammed the boot shut, though not before Alex had seen what else was in it.

			Inside the boot was a clear plastic bag stuffed full of used white forensic coveralls and blue overshoes. Blood had soaked into the blue fabric of the shoes, turning it a deep brown. There were patches of blood on the coveralls too. Alex had been to too many crime scenes. That’s why she was on sick leave. For their forensic clothing to be that stained, there would have had to have been a great deal of blood.

			Jill was already opening the CNC car door and leading Mandy over towards her Skoda. The woman got in the car without any protest at all. Afterwards Jill called over to the CNC officer. ‘You got the witness details?’

			He nodded; held the weapon in a gloved hand. ‘You’ll be needing this too,’ he said, holding up the machete. ‘Evidence. Can I stick it in your boot?’

			Jill looked at the weapon and baulked. ‘Oh. We can’t take it.’

			The man looked confused. ‘You’ll want it though.’

			Jill looked as much panicked by his statement as by the sight of the weapon.

			Alex stepped forward between them. ‘They can’t take it with them,’ she explained. ‘She’s right. They can’t have the weapon inside the vehicle with the suspect for obvious reasons, and they can’t put it in the boot either because there’s a danger of cross-contamination of evidence.’

			The man blinked, confused, holding the weapon between finger and thumb.

			‘They have . . . some stuff in their boot already, from another case. They’ve just come from another serious crime scene.’

			She looked at Colin, who gave the smallest of nods.

			‘You’ll have to arrange for someone else to collect it.’

			Jill looked gratefully at Alex, then got into the car next to Colin, who hadn’t said a word the entire time they had been there.‘Come by later,’ called Alex as she started the engine. ‘I need the company. I’m going mad out here with nothing to do.’ Which was more than half true, she realised.

			Jill said nothing. She put the car into gear and all three drove away. Where the car had been, lay the small splatter of Colin’s sick.

			 

			If she hadn’t been off work, Alex reflected, it would have been her witnessing whatever they had seen, and whatever they had seen had not been good.

			She watched the two brides leave, hand in hand, walking unsteadily across the uneven shingle towards the low pale-blue cabin, picking their way uneasily between the gorse and the sea kale.

			They had left her with the bottle of wine. After maybe twenty metres, Tina stumbled and fell. Stella bent and took her arm, hauled her up. After another few yards, Tina stopped, hitched up her dress and Stella bent her legs to allow her to jump up onto her back, and carried her all the way to the bungalow.

			Curly said, ‘Fancy a couple more at the Pilot?’

			He was drunk. So was she, she realised. The day was scarily empty. She could stay and drink like she would have done when she was a younger officer on the force in London. She hesitated and said, ‘No thanks, Curly.’

			She turned and made her way down the track towards her house, hair blowing in her face as she walked.

			  

			It was stupid, drinking at lunchtime. She was supposed to be straightening out her head, not messing with it. The afternoon had become a blur.

			By the evening she was sat on the sofa with the TV on, sound down, and was struggling through one of the books her mother had left behind on her visits. Her mother went through two or three novels a week. Alex was trying to fill the empty days off work, but reading books took her forever and she found it impossible to believe in any of the stories.

			Alex gave up, looked up at the silent television and saw a young woman holding a microphone outside the gates of a large house. There was police tape across the gates. The caption underneath read New Romney, a town a little further up the coast.

			‘Oh,’ she said out loud, and remembered the bloody coveralls in Jill’s car.

			She scrabbled around, looking for the remote control as the reporter talked to camera with the sombre face of someone delivering terrible news. Behind her right shoulder, crime scene officers dressed all in white, just as Jill would have been, emerged from the front door. Where was the remote? It had been here next to her on the sofa a minute ago.

			She felt a prick of irritation. Normally she would have already known every available grisly detail. All she could guess was that something very awful must have happened in that house, a little way down the coast from her.

			By the time she had found the remote, tucked between cushions, the news had moved on to an item about an old people’s home.

		

	
		
			Four

			Zoë came in late, non-verbal, walking dirty footprints onto the kitchen tiles.

			‘Nice day?’ Alex asked her daughter.

			Zoë didn’t answer; instead she started opening and closing cupboard doors, then moved on to the fridge in which she found half an avocado. She scooped it out of its skin, methodically mashed it with a fork for two whole minutes, then squeezed a little lemon juice in it and mashed it some more.

			‘See any lesser spotted wood pigeons?’

			‘No such bird.’

			‘A great booby?’

			‘Mum.’

			‘A little bustard?’

			‘Unfunny, Mum.’

			‘Where were you all day, then?’

			‘Where do you think? I was volunteering at the Wildlife Trust. I told you that this morning.’

			‘Did you?’ Her strange misfit daughter who loved wildlife more than people. Alex looked at the small bowl of green mush her daughter had made. ‘I could cook something.’

			‘No worries,’ said Zoë, picking up the bowl and walking towards the staircase.

			‘Is that all you’re having?’ she called up after her. Zoë didn’t answer; just closed the door to her bedroom behind her.

			She had not been a good mother; she knew that. It was a warm evening still; she stepped outside into it. The air was rich with bugs, swallows swooping after them. Her house had been built inside a low shingle rampart that had once been part of a Napoleonic-era gun battery; to the north, smoke was rising. Beyond the hummock of stones, someone was starting a bonfire somewhere on the shingle.

			At ten she called Jill on her mobile. ‘Are you home?’

			‘Just. The longest bloody day.’

			‘Why?’

			Jill didn’t answer.

			‘You were at New Romney, weren’t you? That’s where you came from. That house where the people were killed.’

			‘I don’t think I should be talking to you about any of this,’ said Jill.

			‘Why not?’

			‘Because the whole point is you’re supposed to be forgetting about all this shit.’

			‘What happened?’

			‘You’re insane, you know that?’

			‘That’s why I’m off work.’

			‘You really don’t want to know. Just it was . . . super bad. Super fucking bad.’

			‘Maybe it’s you that needs therapy, not me.’

			‘The stuff you see, Alex. Nobody should have to see it. Poor old Colin. That was the third time he chucked up.’

			Somewhere someone was playing a guitar; it was hard to tell if the music came from nearby or far away. Sound travelled easily across this flat land. They could hear the noise of the drinkers gathered outside the Britannia.

			‘And as for you, even when you’re supposed to be off work, you’re arresting people,’ said Jill. ‘What was all that about?’

			‘I don’t know. I looked up and there was this woman. I knew she was going to do something. I just knew something bad was going to happen, and then she pulled out a knife. The weirdest bloody thing.’

			‘Like a premonition?’

			‘Yeah. Like a premonition. And then when I saw you, I knew something else had gone on. Another premonition. Except I don’t believe in premonitions,’ said Alex.

			‘How can you actually say that? You just had one.’

			‘I believe in the rational world.’

			‘I believe in vibrations that only sensitive people can feel,’ Jill said. ‘Like yogis and enlightened people.’

			‘I’ve never been accused of being sensitive.’

			Jill said nothing for a while. Finally she spoke. ‘How can you actually believe in a rational world anyway? What we saw today . . .’

			Above Alex, stars struggled to shine, competing with the orange glare of the nuclear power station.

			‘. . . nothing rational about it,’ Jill said.

			 

			That night another terrible thing happened. As she lay on her bed, the ceiling fell on her. She woke with weight of debris pressed so hard on her chest that she could not breathe.

			The attic must have been full of earth; she could feel its thick wetness crushing her, paralysing her. The smell of it was all around her, dank and rotting, full of unseen creatures. She needed to get up and find her daughter and make sure she was OK, but she was trapped, unable to move any limb.

			And then a cool hand rested on her forehead. ‘Ssh,’ said a quiet voice. ‘It’s OK now. I’m here.’

			 

			By the time she woke, Zoë was already gone. It was late; she had the feeling that she had slept badly but she couldn’t remember the dreams she had had.

			There was a message written on the envelope of an electricity bill:

			Don’t forget counsellor @ 11. Z. x

			It was a hot Friday morning. Her counsellor had told her that exercise was good, so she was using her bike whenever she could. On the bike on the way to his office, Alex passed the two brides walking hand in hand along the road towards her and gave them a wave, but they were too deep in conversation to notice her. Normally from here she would cycle up the narrower lanes that ran inland among the marshes; today though she rode up the coast road, air cooling the sweat off her.

			The other thing that was good about cycling was that it was hard to think too much when you were on a bike. You had to concentrate on the journey, especially on this coast road where lorries were impatient to pass you even on the blindest corners.

			 

			—	How do I feel today? I’m bored and frustrated. I want to be back at work.

			—	Do you think you’re ready?

			—	Honestly? No.

			—	Why not?

			—	This is going to sound strange.

			—	Try me.

			—	It’s weird.

			—	Go on.

			—	You see . . . I keep feeling I can predict the future.

			—	What do you mean?

			—	I had a premonition. Premonitions, really. And they turned out to be true.

			—	Like a superpower?

			—	Sometimes I have a terrible feeling that something is going to happen, and then it does. Does that sound nuts?

			—	In my line of work, I’m not really supposed to use the word ‘nuts’.

			—	But to me it feels nuts because it calls into question everything I thought I was. I am a rational person. I don’t believe in God or higher powers. I’m someone who believes things happen in a causal sequence. My job as a police officer in a crime unit is to understand that sequence. That’s what we do. I understand the order in which things have happened. I don’t judge it. I just need to figure it out. What causes what to happen. But now I seem to have this terrible feeling that bad things are about to happen and then they do. That’s like . . . things have happened in the wrong order. Or even that I caused them to happen because I knew they were going to. If somebody told me what I’ve just said, I would assume they were having psychotic episodes.

			—	But you don’t think you are?

			—	Would you know if you were having a psychotic episode? Isn’t that the whole point? Yesterday I was absolutely sure something really bloody terrible was going to happen. And . . .

			—	It did?

			—	Yes.

			—	And do you still feel like that? Do you think something bad is about to happen now?

		

	
		
			Five

			It was not hard to find the murder house, cycling home. It was just north of the village; a police car was parked across the driveway, blocking the entrance. The house was surrounded by high, well-trimmed hedges at the front and to the north, as much for privacy, she guessed, as to keep out the constant winds that winter brought to this flat land. To the south there was a small copse of scrubby willows and ash trees. She slowed on the single-track road and stopped just behind the car.

			Dropping the bike onto the grass, she walked up towards the driveway, the pedal cleats on her shoes clicking on the tarmac. A small, tarnished copper sign on the open gate announced the house was named ‘The Nest’. Looking down the drive, she could see that the space to the left of the house was crammed with vehicles. The forensic teams would be inside the house, carefully picking over everything.

			‘Can I help you?’ The young constable sitting inside the car had seen her peering past.

			‘Pretty grim in there, I expect?’

			‘Are you a friend or a neighbour?’ he asked.

			‘No . . . just passing,’ she said.

			‘Right,’ said the man, looking at her with the contempt coppers feel for rubberneckers. ‘On your bike, love.’

			‘On my bike?’ she said. ‘Seriously?’

			Instead of staying to argue, she turned away because a gangly young man had emerged behind the large cypress hedge, phone against one ear. It was Colin Gilchrist. Not wanting to be recognised lurking at a murder scene, she picked up the bike and pushed it on up the road.

			She had walked about thirty metres the far side of the gate when a Qashqai coming from the other direction pulled up alongside her on the lane.

			‘Flat tyre?’ A red-faced man leaned out of the window. ‘Want me to help?’

			Woman on her own, dressed in Lycra. ‘No. I’m fine,’ she said.

			‘Take off the front tyre. We can bung it in the boot. I’ll give you a ride if you like.’

			‘You don’t know where I’m headed.’

			‘Nor you me,’ he said.

			‘You pick up a lot of women this way?’

			He looked offended. ‘I was trying to help. It’s not safe around here. Haven’t you heard?’ He put his hands back on the steering wheel, ready to drive away.

			‘Heard what?’

			‘About the killings? Didn’t you see the police back there? He was a member of my golf club,’ he said.

			‘Who was?’

			‘Ayman. The man who was slaughtered with his wife. In that house just there.’ He pointed back towards the high hedges. ‘Sweetest people. Some bloody lunatic.’

			‘How do you know?’

			‘Friend in the police.’

			‘Golf club?’

			The man frowned. ‘Yes, actually. So like I said. It’s not safe for you around here, OK?’ Offended, he drove away. Alex stood for a minute, then pushed the bike off and swung her other leg over onto the pedal.

			When she reached Five Vents Lane, she couldn’t help feeling that the darkness in that house was chasing after her; that this would not be the end of it.

			At Burmarsh church, she stopped and drank from her water bottle. Inside the cool of the Norman arch, a pointy-toothed imp scowled down at her. The noticeboard said the church was four metres below sea level. She could imagine the weight of water this land was holding back. A certainty of bad things about to get worse.

			Suddenly weary, she lay down on the grass and sorrel. Had she slept badly last night? She tried to remember the night, but it was a blur.

			 

			‘Hey.’

			She was almost home when she heard the voice and braked.

			Jill was sat at one of the wooden tables outside the Snack Shack, a converted freight container that became a pop-up restaurant during summer months.

			‘What are you doing here, Jill?’

			Tourists in swimming trunks lounged in deckchairs, eating fish perched on their bellies. ‘Came to see you, obviously. Hadn’t eaten all day, and now I’ve just scarfed a plate of chips. Colin Gilchrist says he saw you. At the house.’

			Alex nodded. ‘Did he? I was passing.’

			‘Hell you were, Alex.’

			‘I was curious. That’s all.’

			‘You’re supposed to be protecting yourself from all this shit so you can get better, and here you are noseying around like you’re still on duty.’

			Alex propped her bike against the table and sat down. ‘I was going to my counsellor, that’s all. It was on the way back.’

			‘I was worried you weren’t going to go. How was it?’

			‘Yeah. Well. Early days.’

			‘Course, that house is only on the way if you take a detour.’

			‘I’m still a police officer. I’m interested, that’s all.’

			Jill grunted. ‘Want to finish my chips? I can’t eat them all. I’m stuffed.’

			‘Poor lamb,’ said Alex, leaning over to take one. ‘Let me help.’

			Jill stood to buy another bottle of water. A dad, eating a fisherman’s roll with his kids, looked up as she passed, followed each step of her walk across the shingle, oblivious to his wife next to him.

			‘How’s Zoë?’ Jill asked when she was back.

			‘I barely see her. She’s clearing grass to let the orchids grow, apparently.’

			‘She’s got a job?’

			‘Of course not. She’s just volunteering.’

			Curly appeared, trudging up across the beach towards them in a pair of wellingtons that had been worn so thin in places you could see the canvas that held them together. From his right arm a large fish dangled; he had one finger slipped through the gill for purchase.

			‘Good day?’

			‘Bass,’ he grinned. ‘Big bugger. Caught three. This one’s for Tina and her . . . you know, wife.’ As if he found the phrase slightly awkward to say. ‘See if they want it for their supper.’

			‘Thought you were only allowed to take one.’

			‘Yeah. Obviously.’ He grinned shyly. ‘I wouldn’t go telling a copper if I kept the others for myself. I chucked them back.’

			‘Believe that, you’ll believe anything,’ muttered Jill.

			‘Hope you bloody did, Curly.’

			‘Is Tina OK – after what happened?’ Jill asked.

			‘Bit shaken up. She’s mentally ill, that Hogben woman.’

			‘In the car,’ said Jill looking up at him, ‘taking her to the nick, she said Tina had murdered her son.’

			The grin vanished from Curly’s face. ‘He was lost at sea. I know for a fact.’

			‘Yup,’ said Jill. ‘I went and checked the records when we got back. They said it was an accidental death. Lost overboard.’

			The sun dropped lower. The red light flooded the flat land around them. ‘’Xactly,’ said Curly, and without another word he marched off again, silver fish swinging by his side.

			Alex watched him heading across the road, towards the shack Stella and Tina had rented for their honeymoon. ‘You went back through the records?’

			‘Course. Mentally ill or not, she was making an accusation of murder.’

			‘Does it bother you?’

			‘Course it does. That doesn’t mean there’s anything in it.’

			Alex smiled at her. She was a good copper. ‘Tell me about the Younis family then. What happened to them?’

			The names of the people murdered at the house called The Nest had been on the television this morning. Ayman and Mary Younis; a retired couple in their early sixties.

			‘Nope,’ said Jill. ‘Fuck off.’

			They sat a little while longer and watched the sky turn red.

			‘You know I’ll find out anyway.’

			‘Nope.’

			‘Suit yourself.’

			Eventually Jill said, ‘It’s driving me nuts. Might as well drive you nuts too.’ She sighed. ‘I wish I hadn’t had the chips now. You’ll be wishing the same, time I’m finished. First thing I’ve eaten since yesterday lunch.’ She looked around. ‘Let’s walk somewhere quieter,’ she said. ‘Quieter’ meant heading south, away from the huts and chalets, towards the industrial bulk of the nuclear power station.

			They walked side by side until they reached the tall boundary fence.

			 

			There had been a Waitrose supermarket delivery due at the Younises’ house at eleven in the morning on the Thursday, Jill said. When the delivery woman arrived at the house, she noticed that all the curtains were closed, upstairs and downstairs, but she didn’t think anything of it, because though she had been working in this area for six months, she had never delivered to this house before.

			She took out her box of groceries and rang the doorbell, but nobody answered. Unsure if the doorbell worked or not, she opened the porch door and went to knock on the door inside.

			The inside door to the Younises’ house had a clear glass panel. The lights were on, but she didn’t look inside at first. She knocked a couple of times, called out, but nobody came, so she leaned forward and put her face against the glass.

			At first she could not make out what she was looking at.

			Sitting at the bottom of the stairs was a woman, legs splayed out on the floor, back against the newel. The driver thought at first she had fallen and perhaps passed out there. As her eyes accustomed themselves to the low light, she realised that the woman was not dressed at all. She was completely naked. The darkness covering her torso was not clothes, but blood.

			Some people panic when they come across scenes like this. Others find a strange calm takes them over, almost as if their mind has been hijacked. The woman couldn’t explain why she acted so rationally, but she felt inside her pocket and pulled out her mobile phone, switched on the torch and looked again.

		

	
		
			Six

			‘Colin Gilchrist was the first responder,’ Jill said, looking out over the evening sea. A ferry, navigation lights on, was heading south to France. ‘Poor bastard. On his own. When he got there the woman from Waitrose was back in her van, bawling her eyes out.’

			‘The victim was Mrs Younis?’

			‘Yep. It was her. Her throat had been cut. I was the first person from Serious Crime. I went in, kitted up.’

			‘There was more?’

			Jill didn’t speak again until they reached the far side of the gaggle of fishermen who sat on the beach casting lines out towards the hot-water pipe that took the water from the reactors and pumped it out to sea.

			Jill stopped, sat on the shingle facing the Channel. ‘And then I went outside to look for signs of an intruder and I found Mr Younis at the back of the house. Naked, like his wife. Single gunshot to the neck, right at the jugular. He bled out on the grass, poor bastard. His nose and lips were missing, but forensics say that was probably foxes or badgers. And then there were two dogs. They had both been stabbed.’

			‘Where were his clothes?’

			‘In the kitchen.’

			‘The killer made them undress first, then murdered them?’

			‘Looks like it.’

			The stars were starting to appear now; Venus and Mars were high and bright. ‘See what I mean?’ Jill said. ‘Horrible.’

			‘I’m sorry.’

			‘Don’t be. It’s what we have to do, isn’t it? Go to places like that.’

			Alex nodded. ‘What sort of dogs?’

			‘Labradors. Why?’

			‘I just like to have it all in my head.’

			In the disappearing light, Jill looked at Alex. ‘You like to have it in your head?’

			‘Wrong phrase.’

			‘Your trouble is you have too much in your head already.’ Jill sucked in air. ‘That’s not all.’

			‘I didn’t imagine it was.’

			To the east, a fishing boat, port light showing as it headed in to Folkestone. The Channel was busy.

			‘The man was killed where he was. Mrs Younis was murdered in her bed. The bed was soaked. It was disgusting.’

			‘Whoever killed her took her downstairs? But they left Mr Younis where he died?’

			Jill nodded. ‘The thing was, the killer had written a message on the mirror in the bedroom in her blood.’

			‘What?’

			‘Kill them all. God will know his own.’ Jill shook her head. ‘It’s psychotic. Like, serial killer stuff. Colin found it on Wikipedia. It’s from the crusades, apparently.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘You actually knew that?’

			‘It was a monk,’ said Alex. ‘These soldiers were going to attack some town where Catholics lived alongside a sect that the pope had declared to be heretics. A general asked the monk, “How do we know which are Catholics? They all look the same. They live alongside each other perfectly happily.” The monk replied, “Kill them all. Let God tell them apart.”’

			‘God will know his own.’

			‘Exactly.’

			‘Weird, huh?’

			‘Prints?’

			‘Nothing significant yet.’

			‘This time of year, too. Not going to be easy.’

			Jill knew what she meant without asking. Most of the year it was dead around here, but it was July: high summer, and the tourists were filling the caravan parks that were dotted throughout the marsh and its shoreline.

			‘How long was Colin Gilchrist alone there?’

			‘Twenty minutes.’

			‘Poor lad.’

			‘Yep. Poor lad. I went home last night and bought a packet of cigarettes for the first time in a year and smoked so many I felt sick.’ She looked at her watch. ‘I better go.’
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