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Book One








‘There are three things all wise men fear: the sea in storm, a night with no moon, and the anger of a gentle man.’


Patrick Rothfuss, The Wise Man’s Fear
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Evie


I am a story to most people; a picture in a newspaper or on a TV screen of a little girl with filthy, hacked-off hair and dirty cheeks and eyes that looked enormous because I was so malnourished. Dressed in faded jeans with a hole in one knee, and a woollen jumper with a cartoon polar bear woven into the chest, I belonged to nobody but soon belonged to everyone, adopted by a nation of strangers.


In the most famous of these photographs, I’m being carried into a hospital by a female police officer, hugging her like a kitten clinging to a sweater. Special Constable Sacha Hopewell had spent all night waiting for me to crawl from my hiding place within the walls of a house where a man had been tortured to death. That image flashed around the world, and won a major press award, but only added to the mystery.


Who was this silent child? How did I come to be hiding in the walls? Why didn’t I escape when I had the chance? More importantly, what was my name, and where had I come from?


They have some of the answers now. Not the whole story. When is a story ever whole? Many of the details are hidden, even from me. Instead of complete memories, I have only bits and pieces, random thoughts that dangle in front of me like baited hooks. I know what a baited hook can do. It can drag a fish from the deep and leave it flip-flopping on a beach or the deck of a boat, poisoned by the fresh air and the sunlight.


This is what I know to be true. I entered the world upside down with my right hand tucked against my chin, one finger pressed to my cheek, as though contemplating whether to wait for another few weeks before troubling the midwife. That’s why I have a single dimple on my right cheek, although later Mama told me that God had left his thumbprint because I was one of his special creations. That makes her sound religious, but Mama stopped believing in any greater power long before I was born. ‘Religion cannot fill your stomach, or keep you warm in winter,’ she said.


I was snug in my mother’s womb when her waters broke. She was bending to tie my sister’s shoes at the gates of her primary school. Maybe I kicked too hard, or my elbows were too pointy, or Mama put too much strain on her back, because she felt the gush of fluid running down her legs, splashing onto her shoes.


Fearing that I might be born outside the school, she quickly waddled home, hunched over, trying to hold me inside her. Papa was at work and my Aunt Polina was in Italy. Mama went next door to our neighbours, Mr and Mrs Hasani.


Mrs Hasani had been a nurse during the Kosovo War. She boiled water and collected towels and made my mother squat against a wall. It took all of eight minutes for me to arrive. My head popped out like the stopper of a bottle, then my shoulders and the rest of me, slithering onto a hand-woven Persian rug that had once belonged to Marco Polo, according to Mr Hasani.


‘He was the explorer who discovered China,’ Mr Hasani told me when I was old enough to sit on a stool in his workshop and watch him repair radios and VCRs. I told him that China had probably discovered itself, but he accused me of being obtuse, whatever that means.


Mama had wanted a boy. Papa said he wanted a puppy. Instead, they got me. Head-first. Hand on chin. Happy before then. Innocent. Untouched. Unsoiled.


Babies are odd-looking creatures. I am looking at one now – a chubby boy sitting in a sandy hole on Cleethorpes Beach, splashing at the seawater around his thighs. He’s wearing a cotton hat and a nappy that is so fat with water or piss that it hangs around his knees. He doesn’t look like a mini-person, or a smaller version of a grown-up. Instead, he has an enormous forehead and wispy hair and no eyebrows. A baby Buddha with a bulging stomach.


Waving his arms, he splashes water into his eyes, blinks in surprise and then cries. What did he think was going to happen? Idiot!


Out to sea, beyond the small waves, I can see Cyrus in silhouette, balanced on a rented paddleboard. For a long while, he was only a speck in the water, and I worried about losing him, but he’s closer now, returning to shore.


He dives off the board and surfaces, shaking water from his hair. His skin is covered in tattoos of birds that seem to move as he moves. Swallows, finches, hummingbirds and robins, that ruffle and preen and hover. When Cyrus turns to pick up the paddle-board, I glimpse the enormous set of folded wings that are inked from his shoulders, down the length of his back and his thighs. Droplets glisten on the wingtips and make the feathers look bejewelled.


The tattoos give Cyrus a ‘bad boy’ vibe like he’s a cage fighter, or the drummer in a heavy metal band. But I think he’s more like one of those handsome single dads who you see in romcoms, who make women go squishy when they discover that his wife died of cancer and now he’s alone in the world, being a perfect father to a disabled child. Not that Cyrus has ever been married or had kids. He doesn’t even have a girlfriend, but that’s another story.


He reaches for a towel. ‘The water is lovely.’


‘You’re lying. I can see your goosebumps.’ 


‘It’s bracing.’


‘That’s another word for cold.’


I’m sitting in a deckchair, hiding under a wide-brimmed hat and the sunglasses I bought at Boots this morning. I think they make me look like a movie star. Cyrus says I look like a blowfly.


‘At least put your feet in the water,’ he says.


‘Why?’


‘Because that’s what people do at the beach.’


‘Not me.’


He shakes his head, sending a spray of water over me, beading my sunglasses. I swear at him and a nearby mother gives me the stink-eye because her toddler is within earshot.


‘You can swim, can’t you?’ asks Cyrus.


I don’t answer.


‘I could teach you.’


‘No.’


‘Why not?’


‘People who can’t swim don’t go in the water, which means they’ll never drown.’


‘What if you were on a ferry that sank or a plane that crashed in the ocean?’


‘I’d cling to the wreckage.’


‘You make it sound so easy.’


‘I’ve been doing it all my life.’
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Cyrus


It never occurred to me that Evie might not be able to swim. It’s another reminder of how little I know about her and how much she keeps hidden, either deliberately or as a defence. She is the stereotypical enigma, wrapped in a riddle, bound up in a mystery, dressed up in three-quarter jeans, a long-sleeved T-shirt and chunky-heeled trainers.


Right now, she’s pretending to be bored because indifference is her default setting, being too cool to care. Evie is not a summer person. I don’t think she’s a winter person either, or spring or autumn. She’s a non-seasonal, all-year-round nihilist.


Across the beach, pale, lumpy bodies are in various stages of undress. Men with middle-aged paunches and spindly arms, wearing pale polo shirts and flip-flops. Women coated in oil, desperate to tan in case the rain moves in tomorrow. White-skinned children dotted with insect bites and smeared in sunblock and sticky with melted ice cream. Teenage girls in skimpy bikinis are pretending to ignore yet preening in front of teenage boys with pigeon chests and gelled hair. The British don’t do summer the way other Europeans do. To paraphrase Woody Allen, ‘We don’t tan, we stroke.’ Are people allowed to misquote him these days, or has that been cancelled?


Evie is observing all of this, but she won’t participate. She is one of life’s spectators, standing in the wings, peering at the audience through the curtains. Watching the watchers.


At the same time, I know that she’ll be inventing stories, populating her imagination with outlandish fantasies about people. When reality is too boring or mundane, Evie makes up an alternative version. She once told me her English teacher Mr Joubert had suffered a mid-life crisis and bought a Porsche Boxster and hair plugs. He also had a Russian wife, who’d been a ballerina with the Bolshoi and had danced for Vladimir Putin. When I finally met Mr Joubert, he was balder than a snow globe, and his wife was Welsh and had the heft and grace of a Clydesdale.


‘Why do you tell so many lies?’ I asked Evie.


‘Because everybody does.’


‘I don’t lie.’


‘Yes, you do.’


She rattled off a list of examples, like when I told our next-door neighbour Mr Gibson that I didn’t know who had run over his rubbish bin (it was Evie). And that I would definitely not encourage squirrels by putting up a bird feeder in the garden. Or when I say things like, ‘That’s so interesting’ and ‘I didn’t get your text’ and ‘I’m five minutes away’, when the opposite is true.


These are white lies, of course, and Evie lies all the time, brazenly, but she admits it and that, in her opinion, gives her the moral high ground. I wonder how she breathes in the rarefied air at that altitude.


I am one of the few people who know who Evie really is. Not the whole story, but enough to understand why she doesn’t trust people. How she was found hiding in a secret room in a house where a man had been murdered. How she spent weeks sneaking past his rotting corpse, stealing food from houses and drinking from garden hoses. How she had been imprisoned, tortured and sexually abused by people who can still threaten her if they discovered her new identity. That’s why she stayed silent, refusing to reveal her name or her age or where she’d come from.


When nobody came forward to claim her, she was given the name Evie Cormac by a judge, who made her a ward of the court, a child of the state, her fate decided by social workers and lawyers.


Since then, a few details have been added. I know her real name is Adina Osmani and she was born in a small village in the mountains of Albania. She was trafficked into the UK with her mother and sister, who died on the journey, but Evie doesn’t remember the voyage or has chosen to forget.


I met Evie four years ago at Langford Hall, a secure children’s home in Nottingham. By then she had fallen through every safety net that a modern progressive underfunded welfare system could provide. Twelve foster families had sent her back, saying she was too ‘weird’ or ‘creepy’ or ‘uncontrollable’.


Evie was claiming to be eighteen but had no way of proving it. I was the forensic psychologist sent to interview her, and asked to decide if she was ready to be released.


I knew immediately that Evie was different. Damaged. Mercurial. Self-destructive. Remarkable. Everything about her body language was defensive and closed off and antagonistic. I still see it now in the way she wraps her arms across her chest as though hiding her breasts; and the blowfly sunglasses and big hat. It’s like she’s wearing a permanent disguise.


I discovered something else about Evie at our first meeting – a defining detail that is unnerving and intriguing and heartbreaking. She can tell when someone is lying. I wrote my doctoral thesis on ‘truth wizards’, a topic dismissed as frivolous by most of my tutors and lecturers, all except for one, Professor Joe O’Loughlin, who encouraged me to continue.


The existence of truth wizards – a term I hate – had been documented for more than forty years and speculated on for much longer. Coined by an American psychologist, Paul Ekman, it describes a very small percentage of the population, about one in five hundred, who have the ability to tell when someone is lying, emotionally, verbally or physically. Ekman found that most of these ‘truth wizards’ had spent decades working as detectives, parole officers, prison guards, social workers, teachers or priests, listening to people lying day after day. Most picked up on micro-expressions or subtle changes to respiration or skin tone or intonation or behaviour. Like a poker player reading tells, they had learned to recognise bluffing or deceit or anxiety or doubt or overconfidence.


I don’t know where Evie learned this skill, but her ability is off the scale, and almost infallible. I could speculate on the reasons – whether her childhood abuse triggered a survival mechanism, or some other trauma gave her a savant-like aptitude. It is not a gift or a superpower. It is a curse. Everybody lies to the people they love. It is the glue that holds families and friendships together. The kind words and compliments; the accolades, promises and denials. For Evie, these are like landmines that only she can see. Every peccadillo and harmless untruth or exaggeration, every little white lie, can wound her. That’s why she’ll never have a normal life. Never be ordinary. Always be sad.


Three years ago, Evie came to live with me in Nottingham in a house that once belonged to my grandparents. We share chores and look after a dog, and I encourage her to be more outgoing and to make friends, but mostly to be kinder to herself because nobody can self-loathe like Evie. She blames herself for every bad thing that has happened to her and doesn’t believe she deserves happiness.


She didn’t want to come to the beach today. I had to cajole and coax and hector her, promising her fish and chips and ice cream and a round of crazy golf. I sound like a parent, but that’s only because Evie can act like a child.


‘Are you hungry?’ I ask.


‘Starving.’


‘Let’s go and eat.’
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Evie


Cyrus splashes vinegar on his fish and chips. The smell catches in my throat, making me want to gag.


‘That’s one way to ruin a meal,’ I say.


‘Don’t knock it until you try it.’


‘Pass.’


We look for somewhere to sit and eat, preferably in the shade, but the pier is crowded with randoms who stink of suntan lotion and range in colour from pink to parboiled. This is the hottest summer anyone can remember, and Cyrus says he’s worried about climate change, but most of the people on the beach seem to welcome the planet getting warmer.


‘Did you notice that woman looking at you?’ I ask. ‘In the café – she was trying to make eye contact.’


‘Was she?’


‘You never notice when women flirt with you.’


‘Maybe I notice, but I ignore them,’ he says.


‘What was she wearing?’


‘Apricot-coloured shorts. A cream camisole. White sandals. Sunglasses perched on her forehead.’


‘You’re an arsehole!’


He laughs. We finish our fish and chips and drop the bundles of greaseproof paper into a rubbish bin.


‘What would you like to do now?’ he asks.


‘Ice cream,’ I say, licking salt off my fingers and tucking my arm into his. ‘And then I get to choose.’


‘When is it my turn?’ he asks.


‘Never. White male privilege is dead.’


We leave the pier and cross the esplanade to a gelato parlour with a brightly coloured sign advertising twenty-four flavours. I order a double scoop and insist Cyrus does the same so I can taste his choices.


‘This way,’ I say, licking a creamy drip off my wrist. I lead him past an amusement arcade and a promenade of shops selling tacky souvenirs and blow-up beach toys. We stop outside a house that I noticed earlier, which has a red-painted door and dark curtains and a sign in the window.


Psychic Counselling – past lives, tarot, runes,
palmistry, numerology and intuitive healing.
It is not by chance that you have found this place.
You are here for a REASON and I am here to help.


‘You’re not serious,’ says Cyrus.


‘What do you mean?’


‘Palm reading. Fortune telling. Psychic healing. It’s bunkum.’


‘Don’t you believe in the spirit world?’


‘No.’


‘But you live in a haunted house.’


‘It’s old, not possessed.’ He looks back towards the beach. ‘These people are scam artists. They ask leading questions, fishing for information, reading body language and picking up on verbal clues.’


‘But that’s what you do,’ I say.


‘That’s different. I’m a psychologist.’


‘Maybe you have a closed mind. My grandma was a psychic. She started seeing ghosts when she was little, and she could remove curses. She also saw auras. She’d look at someone and say, “You’re blue” or “You’re red”.’


‘Genius,’ he says.


‘Don’t be a dick.’


‘Please don’t waste your money. The future isn’t written on your hand or floating in a crystal ball.’


‘It’s my money,’ I say, holding out my hand, wanting his wallet.


‘How does that work?’


‘I’ll pay you back.’


I take a twenty-quid note and push open the door. A bell tinkles above my head and a woman appears. I expect her to be dressed like a gypsy, but she looks like she’s been cleaning her oven.


‘Hello. My name is Madame Semanov, but you can call me Cindy. What’s your name?’ she asks.


‘Evie.’


She peels off pink rubber gloves and lights a cigarette, waving it like a magician’s wand. ‘Are you here for a life reading or a spiritual reading?’


‘What’s the difference?’


‘A life reading focuses on your personal journey, while the spiritual reading speaks to loved ones who have passed.’


‘The second one,’ I say, not really understanding the distinction.


‘Right you are.’ She fills her lungs with smoke and inclines her head to one side, screwing up one eye, as she studies me. ‘How old are you?’


‘Twenty-two.’


‘You look younger.’


‘I get that a lot.’


‘Are you studying?’


‘No.’


Waving the smoke away with her hand, she crushes out the cigarette and leads me through a heavy curtain into a dark room with a round table covered in a black cloth. I expect to see shelves full of crystals and tarot cards and crystal balls, but this looks like someone’s cluttered sitting room. I can see a flat-screen TV partially hidden under a blanket.


‘Sit yourself down, petal,’ says Cindy. ‘Who is the loved one you wish to contact?’


‘My mother.’


‘When did she pass?’


‘A while ago.’


Why should I help her?


Cindy closes her eyes and runs her hands over the tablecloth, as though drawing invisible symbols on the velvet. I hear a gurgling sound that could be her stomach rumbling, or something in her plumbing. She ignores the noise.


‘I always see a reading as a spark of knowledge,’ she says, ‘and proof that we are more than just our physical form. We exist before we are born and after we die.’


She opens one eye to see if I understand and then continues.


‘When I converse with a spirit, I sometimes download the wrong message, so if I start to ramble, or talk rubbish, you have to stop me.’


Already, I have a bad feeling about this. I can’t tell if Cindy is lying because she believes what she’s saying, but not completely.


‘Do you have a photograph of your mother?’ she asks.


‘No.’


‘Anything at all that belonged to her?’


‘I have a button that came from her coat, but I didn’t bring it with me.’


‘Is that all?’


‘Yes.’


She frowns. ‘What was your mother’s name?’


‘Marcela.’


‘Does she ever visit you – in your dreams?’


‘She talks to me sometimes.’


‘What does she say?’


‘She tells me to keep going.’


‘Oh, that’s very good advice. Your mother is very wise. What exactly would you like to ask Marcela?’


‘I want to remember.’


‘Remember what?’


‘How she died.’


‘You don’t know?’


I shake my head.


Cindy reaches across the table and takes my hand. I want to pull it away because I don’t like being touched, but she holds my hand firmly and strokes her finger over my palm.


‘When you walked in here, you weren’t alone.’


‘Pardon?’


‘There was a lovely woman behind you. There is a connection to your name. Your mother or grandmother, perhaps.’


‘I’m named after my grandmother.’


She smiles. ‘Evelyn.’


‘No. Adina.’


‘I thought you said your name was Evie.’


‘It’s complicated.’


‘Well, she’s sitting behind you now.’


Well, that’s bullshit, I think, but I still look over my shoulder, hoping to see my gjyshe in her white headscarf and her high-waisted floral skirt.


Cindy’s eyes are closed, and she’s rocking back and forth. From somewhere under the table, I hear a knocking sound.


‘Is that you, Marcela? Don’t be afraid. Come into the light. You’re welcome.’ Cindy’s eyes open. ‘She’s here.’


‘You can see her?’


‘I can feel her presence. Was she a loud woman?’


‘No, not really.’


‘Well, she’s loud now. She’s talking my ear off.’ She looks past me. ‘Slow down, Marcela, I can’t hear what you’re saying.’


My heart sinks. She’s lying to me now. Cyrus was right.


Cindy is still talking. ‘Marcela wants you to know that she’s happy in Heaven, but she misses you very much.’


‘Mama didn’t believe in Heaven,’ I say.


‘Well, she had a pleasant surprise.’


‘Is Agnesa with her?’ I ask, disappointed rather than angry.


‘Who?’


‘My sister.’


‘Is she also dead?’


‘Yes.’


Cindy raises a thinly plucked eyebrow. ‘Oh, petal, that’s so sad.’ She pulls her hand away, shaking her head.


‘What’s wrong?’ I ask.


‘She’s gone.’


‘But you can get her back.’


‘Let’s talk about something else. I think there’s a man in your life. A boyfriend. Someone special.’


‘What? No. I want to talk to Mama. Ask her about Agnesa. Ask her what happened.’


‘It’s too late.’


‘Cyrus said you were a fake.’


Cindy looks wounded. ‘Who’s Cyrus?’


‘You tell me. You’re the psychic.’


She puffs up like a peacock. ‘My great-great-grandmother told the fortunes of Tsar Nicholas of Russia and the Princess Alexandra.’


‘More bullshit!’


‘And the Romanov children.’


‘I want my money back.’


Cindy ignores me. ‘I see sadness in you, Evie. A wave of sadness. If you don’t learn to trust people, that wave will drown you.’


‘More lies.’


‘Marcela said you could be close-minded.’


‘She said no such thing.’


Cindy reaches under the table. Moments later, I hear a door open and the curtains behind me are pulled apart, throwing light across the table. A man in baggy knee-length shorts and a sweat-stained vest scratches his crotch.


‘Aw right, love?’ he asks.


‘Yeah. This lass was just leaving,’ says Cindy.


He steps closer. ‘Time’s up, sunshine. Any luck, you’ll make it home in time for Blue Peter.’


I want to tell him that I’m not a child. More importantly, I want to kick his arse. I want to swagger out of here with my chest out and my pride intact and twenty quid in my pocket.


As I reach the front door, his hand touches my backside. I spin around and try to slap his face, but he ducks and grins.


‘Feisty,’ he says.


‘Pervert,’ I reply, but inside I’m screaming, Stupid, stupid, stupid girl. Hateful girl. Loser.
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Cyrus


A busker is break-dancing on a square of cardboard, spinning on his back and bouncing into a handstand. The crowd applauds, but nobody adds any money to the hat. Who carries coins these days?


The pier is busier now, as people leave the beach, forced off the sand by the incoming tide. A child gets tangled under my feet, losing hold of a balloon, which I manage to grab before it drifts out of reach.


At that moment a woman screams and I fear I’ve done something wrong. I look for the source of the sound. A middle-aged lady is standing on the pier, open-mouthed, pointing out to sea.


Instinctively, I begin to run. I reach the steps and other bystanders have joined her. I follow their outstretched arms until I spy a dark shape rising on a swell about a hundred yards offshore. It disappears and reappears. A seal, maybe, or a dog. No, it’s more human than that.


Another shout echoes along the pier. This time a man is pointing. Beyond the white water, further out to sea, I glimpse another body in the water. And beyond that, another . . . and another.


I’m in the water, swimming against the tide, lifting my head between strokes. Reaching the first body, I grip heavy sodden wool in my fists. It’s a man, floating face down. I spin him over. His eyes are open. Lifeless. He’s bearded and dark-haired, dressed in jeans and a heavy sweater and a cheap orange life-jacket.


I wrap my arm across his chest, holding his head above the water, and begin kicking towards shore. The tide pushes us towards the beach. Others arrive to help me. My feet touch the bottom and we drag the body onto the sand, above the tideline. I tilt his head back. Open his mouth. Breathe into his lungs. Compress his chest. I remember my first-aid training, keeping the beat to ‘Stayin’ Alive’ by the Bee Gees. More bodies are being pushed towards the beach. I swim again and reach another – a woman. I press my fingers to her neck. Dead.


Two lifeguards paddle past me on kayaks. A jet-ski rears over a wave, spouting spray and weaving between rescuers. A lifeboat crew patrols the outer sandbank. All are dragging bodies to shore. Sirens are wailing on the beach, evacuating people from the water, but most have fled already, escaping to the safety of the esplanade and the pier.


The next body I reach is a child, a barefoot boy, no older than four. I carry him out of the water and a paramedic takes him from my arms. The dead are now dotted across the sand, some covered in beach towels and others receiving CPR. I don’t want to count them. I want to save them. It’s too late.


The sun has disappeared behind clouds and the temperature has dropped by ten degrees. Hundreds of people are still watching and witnessing. Some are in tears, others are taking photographs and videos, posting them online, updating their stories and their news feeds. Is it citizen journalism or reality TV?


I feel numb. Maybe it’s the cold or delayed shock. Each time I close my eyes, I see the little boy I pulled from the water, his blue lips and dark eyelashes and hair plastered to his forehead, and the O-shape of his mouth, as though he was surprised by what had happened. He felt weightless in my arms, so small and insignificant in the grand scheme of things. What grand scheme? I want to ask. Who plans something like this?


It makes me think of Evie. Pushing through the onlookers, I search for her on the esplanade, and retrace my steps to the house with the red door. The curtains are closed. Nobody answers. I return to the pier and the fish-and-chip shop and the ice-cream parlour. I search the amusement arcades and novelty stores and the crazy golf course.


I would call her, but I don’t have my phone. It was in the beach bag, which I dropped when I went into the water. What else did it have? My car keys. My room key at the guest house. Towels. Flip-flops. A credit card.


A woman is taking photographs from the edge of the pier. I ask her if I can borrow her phone. She clutches it to her chest as though I’m going to snatch it from her hands. ‘They’re my pictures.’


‘Yes, I understand, but I need to call someone. It’s urgent. I’ve lost my phone.’


She looks at my tattoos and my wet shirt, and I expect her to yell for the police.


Grudgingly, she surrenders her phone. I call Evie’s number. I hear it ringing. A message triggers.


Hey, you’ve reached my voicemail. You should hang up and text me because you’re an idiot if you think I’m going to pick up. Bye.


I begin talking.


‘Evie. It’s me, Cyrus. Answer. Please?’


I wait, holding the woman’s phone. She’s growing impatient, tapping a non-existent watch on her wrist. I talk again: ‘When you get this message, meet me at the car.’


I feel sick. This is what happens when you take responsibility for someone. I’m not Evie’s father or brother or guardian. I’m her friend and I care about her more than anyone else in my life. I know that she wouldn’t just wander off or lose track of time. Equally, I’m aware that Evie knows how to hide. She concealed herself for months in her secret room, sneaking out at night, fending for herself because the world didn’t know she existed.


Back on the beach, white tents have been erected and police have cordoned off the area with crime-scene tape and barricades. Forensic teams are at work, clad in overalls and face masks. The sea is no longer blue, but gleaming grey like a bruise.


The detective in charge is short and barrel-chested with a military-style haircut that makes his neck look like part of his head. I can picture him on a parade ground yelling orders to hapless recruits – a modern-day Napoleon, without the complex or the custard.


A police constable approaches me and asks if I helped pull bodies from the water. He asks for my name. ‘We’ll need a statement, sir.’


The detective interrupts, snapping his fingers as though searching for an answer that has eluded him. Triumphantly, ‘Cyrus Haven!’


‘Have we met?’ I ask.


‘No, but I heard you speak at a seminar about PTSD in serving police officers.’


‘In Leeds.’


‘Yes.’ He thrusts out his hand. ‘DI Stephen Carlson.’ His fingers crush mine. ‘We have a mutual friend, DS Lenny Parvel. She’s your biggest fan. Must be nice to have a boss like that.’


She’s not my boss, I want to say, but it would take too long to explain. I work as a consultant for the Nottinghamshire Police as a criminal profiler, counsellor and expert witness. The crimes are normally violent or sadistic in nature or off the scale of normal human behaviour, which is why the police want someone to explain to them why one human being would do such a thing to another. The mad or bad dilemma. I have spent my career answering this question, correcting people, often in the media, who want to blame mental illness for violence and anti-social behaviour even when there’s no evidence to support this. Sometimes killers are simply bad.


I glance past Carlson to the canvas tents above the high-tide mark. ‘Who are they?’


‘Refugees. Migrants. Two boats left Calais last night. The first came ashore in the early hours of this morning near Harwich. This one must have been blown off course, or become lost. It didn’t make it.’ He mutters the word ‘Madness’, but I don’t know whether he’s commenting on the crossing or the tragedy.


I keep searching for Evie in the crowd.


‘Everything OK?’ he asks.


‘I’ve lost my friend. She was on the North Promenade.’


‘A child?’


‘A young woman. She doesn’t know the area.’


I think he’s going to make some crack about me having been stood up, but he defers. ‘Go and find her. We’ll talk later.’


Evie isn’t waiting at the car. I retrace my steps again, returning to the pier. The gates have been closed and padlocked. The restaurants and cafés won’t be opening tonight, out of respect for the dead or a lack of customers.


A security guard is seated in a booth. ‘There’s nobody left inside,’ he says. ‘I checked.’


‘She could be hiding. She gets scared.’


I contemplate offering him a bribe, but I don’t have any money. I’m shoeless, in clothes that are stiff with salt. Why should he believe me?


For some reason, he relents and keys open the padlock. ‘You have five minutes.’


I slip through the gate and begin searching every corner, alcove, doorway, nook, recess and unlocked room on the deserted pier. There is a sad loneliness about the place because the kiosks are shuttered and litter blows across the boardwalk.


I come to the public toilet and go inside the Ladies, announcing myself, hearing the words bounce back from the concrete and tiles. Glancing along the line of cubicles, I see the open doors, all except for one. I knock and say Evie’s name. No answer. I crouch and look under the door. No feet.


In the adjoining cubicle, I stand on the rim of the toilet and peer over the top of the partition. Evie is below me, squatting on the toilet lid, hugging her knees, hair covering her eyes.


‘Evie? Open the door.’


She doesn’t move.


‘Did something happen? What’s wrong?’


Again, nothing. I gently cajole her, but she doesn’t react. She hasn’t acknowledged me at all.


Clumsily, I climb over the top of the partition and squeeze down beside her, unlatching the door. When I put my arms around her, she doesn’t respond. I take an inventory, examining her face, her arms, her hands, her legs. I look for blood or bruises. I shouldn’t have left her alone. I should have stayed with her.


Evie is holding her phone, pressing it against her chest. I prise it from her fingers and call 999.


‘I need an ambulance. I’m on Cleethorpes Pier.’


The operator wants names, addresses, nearest intersections, the nature of the injuries . . . When I hang up, I lead Evie out of the toilet block and along the pier to the gates. She follows me compliantly, matching my steps, repeating my questions back to me.


The security guard is waiting. He holds open the gate.


‘I need a thermal blanket,’ I say.


‘What happened to her?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Should I call the police?’


‘Not yet.’
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Evie


This is different. My mind is still working, turning over thoughts inside my head, but I’m also outside of my body at the same time, watching myself or dreaming that I’m awake. Maybe I’m dead. No, if that was the case Cyrus wouldn’t be talking to me, telling me that an ambulance is coming.


What is the last thing I remember? The phony fortune teller and her handsy husband and being angry at Cyrus because he was going to say, ‘I told you so.’ It must be so boring being right all the time.


He wasn’t waiting for me. I walked towards the pier. There were crowds of people, gathered at the edge, staring at the water. I had to push my way through to reach the front, annoyed when they wouldn’t get out of my way. Some of them were crying or shielding the eyes of children. Others were filming with their phones.


That’s when I saw Cyrus, waist deep in water, carrying a child in his arms. I felt a surge of adrenalin and a sudden, overwhelming need to run. I couldn’t make my legs move. I couldn’t speak. It was as if somebody had hit the pause button and my life had stopped, frozen on that image of Cyrus holding a dead child, with dangling limbs and a lolling head and open eyes, staring at me. My bladder loosened and wetness spread down my thighs.


‘Oh, you disgusting girl!’ said a woman, but I didn’t see her face. I was fixated on the dead child, who looked exactly like me. How old? Four, maybe five.


They say that the first thing we lose is our baby teeth, but that’s not true. We lose our honest, unbiased memories. We begin to rewrite events, slowly altering the truth until we create a new, more acceptable story, one we can live with or tell others.


I have no photographs of me as a child. I have only a button that was torn from my mother’s coat when I was dragged away from her. It is the size of a fifty-pence piece, tortoiseshell brown, and kept on a windowsill in the attic, which is my safe space. Cubby holes and hiding places are childish things, like security blankets and soft toys, but Cyrus says nobody should be forced to grow up before they’re ready.


My life is divided into two parts – before Cyrus and after Cyrus. My therapist, Veejay, wants me to concentrate on the before and to talk about my childhood, but I don’t want to remember everything that happened. Courage doesn’t always roar. Sometimes courage is a little voice that says, ‘run’, ‘hide’, ‘pray’, but mostly, ‘stay silent’, be as quiet as a mouse within the walls. Don’t let them find you.


Until I met Cyrus, Agnesa was the most important figure in my life. She was six years older than me. Blonde. Pretty. Bewitching. And from the time I could walk, I would follow her around, dressed in her hand-me-down clothes, happy to be her pet, her slave, her accomplice, or someone to take the blame.


She was my hero and my role model and my orbiting moon, pulling and pushing me away like the tides. I missed her when she went to school and the hours of absence were unbearable until I heard the bus chugging up the steep road from the bridge. The grinding of the gears. The brakes. The doors flapping open. I’d kneel on a chair and lean on the windowsill, watching her step down from the bus and hook her satchel over one shoulder, tossing her ribboned hair, and waving to her friends as the bus pulled away.


She was different from other girls her age. Her eyes were dark and bottomless, and she took the long view of the world, my gjyshe said, with a look that would inspire artists. She was also quietly rebellious, sneaking into Mama’s wardrobe and trying on her clothes and using her make-up. I would keep watch when she stole cigarettes from Mama’s underwear drawer, or went searching for our Christmas presents, which were hidden in the cupboard beneath the stairs, already wrapped in coloured paper. Agnesa could guess the contents just by feeling the packages. ‘Gloves’, she’d say, or ‘a journal’ or ‘a knitted scarf’. She wanted a bikini and some new knickers that were lacy and small and prompted Mama to say, ‘Over my dead body.’


We didn’t look like sisters. She was the cygnet who grew into a swan and I was the duckling who grew into a duck. Small for my age, with Papa’s tangled hair and pointy chin and panda eyes because I was born early. One day, when she was angry, Agnesa told me that I was a mistake. I asked Mama and she said I was ‘unexpected’.


‘What does that mean?’


‘You turned up without telling us.’


‘Like Aunt Polina?’


‘Not exactly,’ said Mama, laughing. ‘I didn’t think I could have any more babies. I tried and it didn’t work.’


‘What didn’t work?’


‘My plumbing.’


I was none the wiser.


Still too young for school, I spent weekday mornings with Mr Hasani in his electrical repair shop, which took up the ground floor of his house. He wasn’t married to Mrs Hasani. She was his sister and the two of them had grown up in the house and he had never left, but she had travelled to Greece and Turkey and to Kosovo during the war.


I played in the back room, amid the work benches, which were covered in radios, TV sets and video players in various states of disrepair or disassembly. The shelves had plastic trays of spare parts – valves, plugs, tuners, wires, heads, belts, pinch rollers, picture tubes, transformers and cables.


When someone brought in a broken DVD recorder, Mr Hasani had them carry it into his back room. He didn’t ask what was wrong. He simply adjusted a bright light and magnifying glass on a metal arm, before taking a small screwdriver and unscrewing the base. Quietly, humming to himself, he looked inside and tested some wires, before rummaging through the unlabelled trays, looking for a spare part.


He normally found a way to make things work. If not, he’d buy the broken unit and sell the customer a second-hand one that he’d repaired earlier. I once asked him if there was anything that he couldn’t fix and he said, ‘Only broken hearts.’


Mr Hasani’s other business was renting bootlegged videos and DVDs, most of which he imported from Greece, or purchased from tourists. Before I was born, the government wouldn’t allow people to watch foreign films and Mama still treated it like a revolutionary act when she unboxed a pirated DVD.


She loved American movies, and old-time musicals. I grew up watching Elvis Presley and Doris Day and Gene Kelly. My favourite was My Fair Lady about the flower seller in London who becomes a lady when she learns how to speak ‘proper’. In the same way, Mama was determined to teach us English and used the films as training aids by pausing and rewinding scenes, having us sing the songs and repeat particular phrases. The rain in Spain falls mainly on the plain. In Hartford, Hereford and Hampshire, hurricanes hardly ever happen. I started with a cockney accent and finished up talking like a lady.


Without those films, we had to watch normal TV – news programmes and documentaries and ancient soap operas from Greece and Mexico and Australia. Albania didn’t make many TV shows and my parents refused to watch what they called propagandë.


When we were outside the house, Papa told us never to speak English because some of our neighbours, the older ones, might think we were spiun i huaj, foreign spies.


‘How can we be spies?’ I asked.


‘We’re not, but people have long memories.’


He was talking about the old Albania before communism collapsed in 1990, when the secret police had so many informants that nobody could trust family or friends or neighbours.


Papa had wanted to be a teacher at university, but it was considered a dangerous profession. He still had boxes of books in the attic, which he liked to read, but he never showed them to people or read them in public. Being a butcher was safer. Driving a truck for our landlord, Mr Berisha, was safer. Being ignored was safer. None of it was safe enough.
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Cyrus


The female paramedic shines a pencil torch into Evie’s eyes. ‘What did she take?’


‘Nothing. I mean, she’s not a drug taker.’


She glances at her male colleague, giving him a look that says, Yeah, they all say that.


‘Did she fall? Hit her head?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Any history of seizures, epilepsy, fainting?’


‘No.’


‘Is she allergic to anything – peanuts, bee stings, shellfish, eggs?’


‘No. I don’t think so.’


I feel stupid and useless because I have no answers. We ate fish and chips and ice cream. Evie had a double scoop – chocolate and fudge sundae. I had hazelnut and vanilla bean.


The paramedic is looking for needle marks or bruises or abrasions. She claps her hands loudly in Evie’s ear. She holds up Evie’s arm and lets it drop.


‘Is she your daughter?’


‘We’re friends. We share a house.’


This earns me another odd look, as though I’m already guilty of kidnapping a child.


The ambulance is moving. Evie’s eyes are open, but there’s no spark of recognition or emotion. Her breath is warm, her skin is soft, her lips are moist. At any moment, I expect her to reach up and brush hair from her eyes or make some inappropriate comment.


Each time the ambulance slows at an intersection or for traffic, the siren becomes louder, as though the sound is catching up and chasing us again. I’m holding Evie’s hand and the paramedic continues monitoring her vital signs – her oxygen levels and blood pressure. She types the details on a computer tablet.


At the hospital, the rear doors swing open and trolley wheels unfold and rattle across the pavement, carrying Evie through the entrance. The waiting area is crowded with the burned, bleeding, broken and feverish, as well as the clumsy, drunk, stoned and unlucky.


Evie is taken to an annexe room where I answer the same questions from a male doctor, who has the same pencil torch, which he shines into Evie’s eyes. He taps a reflex hammer against her knee.


‘Does she have any next of kin we can contact?’ he asks.


‘No.’


‘Do you have any proof of her identity?’


‘She has a driver’s licence, but I don’t know where it is.’


He scrapes the bottom of her bare left foot, looking for her toes to curl. This is called the Babinski reflex – a neurological test developed more than a century ago. He passes smelling salts beneath her nose and jabs parts of her body with a needle, checking her pain receptors.


Scrawling a note on a chart, he turns to leave.


‘Where are you going?’ I ask. ‘What’s wrong with her?’


‘We have a neurologist on call. I’ve paged her.’


Twenty minutes later, they move Evie to another room. She is lying on her back, staring at the ceiling.


‘Are you cold? Do you want a blanket?’ I ask.


She doesn’t reply, but I keep talking. ‘I’m sorry I wasn’t waiting for you. What did the psychic say? Did she tell you your future?’


Through the partially opened blinds, I see more ambulances pulling up at a separate entrance. The bodies from the beach are being delivered to the mortuary. They are quickly taken through swing doors, out of view from the TV cameras and photographers who are milling outside.


In the waiting room, nurses and patients have gathered around a TV. I join them as a grey-haired announcer delivers the news.


‘At least seventeen migrants, including women and children, have drowned off the coast of Lincolnshire while trying to reach Britain in a small boat. At Westminster this afternoon, the Prime Minister held an emergency Cabinet meeting to consider the government’s response to the tragedy, saying he was shocked, appalled and deeply saddened by the news. In Paris, the French president announced that he would not allow the Channel to become a graveyard and called for a joint European response to the crisis.’


The camera switches to a reporter standing on the beach in Cleethorpes.


‘A rescue and recovery operation has been under way for the past four hours, involving coastguard helicopters and fixed-wing aircraft, as well as RNLI boats. No wreckage has been found and the police have no idea how many migrants may still be missing. Local shipping has been contacted to assist with the search and to establish if the boat may have been struck by a container ship.’


The camera switches back to the studio, where a reporter details the number of small boats that have arrived in Britain since the start of the year.


‘Lord David Buchan, the former Tory life peer, who has campaigned for tougher restrictions on illegal arrivals, said today that the government had failed to control the country’s borders and must take some responsibility for today’s tragedy.’


The footage switches again. This time the cameras are focused on a grey-haired patrician-looking figure, dressed in black, standing on a footpath outside the Houses of Parliament. Gesticulating at the camera, his bushy eyebrows lift and lower as though pulled by strings.


‘Brexit was supposed to mean that we took back control of our borders. What a failure. What a joke! How many deaths at sea will be deemed enough? How many illegal arrivals?


‘These aren’t all asylum seekers. Most are economic refugees. They come in a flood, and we deport them in a trickle. Meanwhile, our council housing lists are well over a million. Hospitals and schools are overcrowded. Veterans are left waiting for vital services . . .’


I hear someone mention Evie’s name. A doctor appears at the door, a neurologist, blonde haired, blue eyed, in her late forties. She’s wearing a loose white coat over a knee-length floral dress and reminds me of a lecturer I had at university, who was the subject of many male fantasies.


‘I’m Meredith Bennett,’ she says, talking to Evie. ‘How are you feeling?’


Evie looks at her outstretched hand and very slowly matches the doctor’s movements.


‘Are you in any pain?’


‘Pain,’ says Evie.


‘Can you tell me what happened?’


‘What happened.’


Dr Bennett conducts some of the same tests – more pencil torches and Babinski scrapes. Finally, she looks at me, as though I’ve been keeping secrets from her. I explain that we were at the beach when the bodies began washing in.


‘Was Evie in the water?’ she asks.


‘No.’


‘Did she see the bodies?’


‘I’m not sure.’


She asks me about Evie’s medical history. Again, I’m embarrassed by how little I know. It’s strange talking about Evie as though she is not in the room, yet she can hear everything that’s being said.


Dr Bennett places herself directly in Evie’s line of vision. She raises her hand and touches her right ear. Evie mimics the gesture, only more slowly. Then the neurologist raises her opposite hand. After several moments, Evie does the same.


Gently taking hold of Evie’s right arm, she says, ‘Push against me.’ Evie doesn’t react. Her limbs can be manoeuvred into place like a stop-motion puppet or a mannequin in a shop window.


‘Die Katatonie,’ I say, speculating.


Dr Bennett looks surprised. ‘Are you a doctor?’


‘A psychologist. I studied catatonic breakdowns. Identified by Karl Ludwig Kahlbaum in 1874. He believed the illness progressed in fixed stages.’


‘Do you remember what triggers them?’


‘Mood or psychotic disorders. Depression. Bi-polar. Schizophrenia. Drug use.’


‘It can also be caused by trauma.’


‘Evie grew up in care – a secure children’s home.’


‘Was she abused?’


‘Yes.’


Dr Bennett’s eyes seem to cloud. ‘The symptoms match – the agitation, stupor, and repeating words and movements.’


‘But why now?’ I ask.


‘A defence mechanism. Perhaps the bodies in the water triggered a memory.’


‘How do we bring her back?’


‘There are several possible treatments. One of them being ECT.’


I picture Evie being strapped on to a table with a rubber mouthguard clenched between her teeth as an electric current is passed through her brain.


‘There must be another way.’


‘A drug – lorazepam. It’s used to treat anxiety and sleep disturbances, but it can also bring patients out of a stupor.’


Dr Bennett seems to weigh up the options, mentioning possible side-effects. ‘My preference is to wait until the morning,’ she says. ‘I’ll give Evie a mild sedative and let her sleep. Hopefully, her mind can heal itself.’


‘Can I stay with her?’


‘You’re not family.’


‘I’m all she has.’


A room is arranged in the neurology department. Paperwork has to be filled out. Evie waits, sitting in a wheelchair, staring at the wall like a dementia patient. As I wheel her towards the lift, I hear a shout from the emergency room.


‘Incoming!’


Doors swing open. A trolley barges into view, being pushed by paramedics. A drip is held shoulder-high, and stats are shouted – blood pressure numbers, systolic rates, body temperature. The detective from the beach is behind them. They found a survivor.


The patient is a teenage boy with an oxygen mask over his face. He raises his hand and pulls the mask aside, repeating the same word over and over again.


‘Motra. Motra. Motra.’


He tries to sit up. A paramedic holds him down, as a doctor prepares a sedative. The needle finds his arm and the boy’s gaze goes out of focus. He slumps backwards onto the trolley bed, moaning, ‘Motra.’


Was the boy’s mother among the dead? Did I see her on the beach?


‘Motra. Motra. Motra,’ says Evie, as I push her wheelchair along the corridor, following a nurse.


I touch her shoulder. She stops. When we reach the room, I help her into bed and pull the covers over her. I hold up her phone to her face, unlocking the screen, before changing her security settings to let me have access.


‘I’m going to pick up some things from the guest house, but I won’t be long,’ I say.


‘The guest house,’ she says.


‘That’s right. Don’t go anywhere.’


‘Go anywhere.’
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Cyrus


DI Carlson sucks on a vape and expels a cloud of peppermint-scented vapour that looks like a winter’s breath. He has found a quiet corner in the ambulance bays, taking a moment to himself. I watch him from a distance, making judgements, reading his body language, his mannerisms, his unconscious actions.


He’s young to be a detective inspector and this case is probably the biggest of his career to date. He’s anxious about making a mistake and keen to earn the respect of his team. He’s married (the wedding ring), near-sighted (the glasses), and a new father (the dried vomit stain on the shoulder of his jacket). He’s also worried about his weight and wears a fitness device on his wrist.


Understanding human behaviour isn’t about intuition or second sight or ESP. Everything is evidence-based. Some people want to imagine that psychologists have Sherlock Holmes-like abilities and can determine someone’s entire life story from a smudge of chalk on a coat sleeve or a cat hair on their lapel. That’s not how it works, although I had a university lecturer who could pick holes in every excuse that I ever gave him for delivering an assignment late. He seemed to know instinctively when a student was hungover, lovesick, homesick, jilted, stoned, penniless, sleep-deprived or just plain horny, which was most of the time in my case.


Joe O’Loughlin taught me that being a psychologist does not involve hunches, gut-instinct, guesswork or premonitions. It is a science based upon observation and a century of empirical research into human behaviour.


I have chosen to work with the police because I want to understand why people commit crimes. What made a well-spoken university graduate studying urban preservation fly a passenger plane into the World Trade Center killing thousands of people? Why did the Yorkshire Ripper, Peter Sutcliffe, abduct and murder thirteen women, or a neonatal nurse inject air or insulin into the intravenous lines of newborn babies? Why did my brother, Elias, aged nineteen, sharpen a knife in our garden shed, before murdering my parents and twin sisters?


His actions explain most of my life choices. I became a psychologist because I wanted to stop such a tragedy happening to another family – to another child like me.


Carlson slips the vape into his pocket as I approach.


‘We found a survivor,’ he says. ‘Four miles offshore, clinging to an upturned RHIB. Those boats are supposed to be unsinkable, but this one looked like it had been chewed up and spat out by a kraken.’


‘A collision.’
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