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Foreword


by Karin Slaughter


I clearly remember the first time I read Mo Hayder. Birdman was published in 2000, a year before my own first novel was published, and I felt a sort of intense envy grow with every finely crafted sentence. The plotting was fantastic. The characters were not just believable but also brought out an array of emotions from lust to disappointment to love to abject fear. The tension pulled tight like a knot with every turn of the page. I had never read anything quite like it – at least not anything written by a woman. We are supposed to be sugar and spice, the docile victims of these sorts of stories, not the ones who gain control and agency by writing about them with an unblinking eye. That Mo was able to accomplish this, that she broke ground for those who came behind her, will always be an enduring part of her legacy. The women who were able to follow, from Gillian Flynn to Ivy Pachoda to Oyinkan Braithwaite, owe a tremendous debt to Mo for helping carve out space for us in a genre that often celebrates women on the page, but seldom the same way in real life.


In Birdman, Jack Caffery is a young, driven, seemingly unshockable detective who is faced with the daunting task of hunting down a serial killer who’s leaving behind a trail of horrific crimes – but it’s more than that. Caffery is a character who grabs you by your bones and shakes you into ­seeing all the darkness in the world. He has messy relationships. He screws up quite a lot. But in the end, you’re rooting for him – not just because you want the crime solved but because you want something, anything, to finally go right in his life. Readers often take it for granted that they will care about a character, but making them care about a character who does unlikable things is the difference between a writer and a master storyteller.


Mo certainly deserves that title.


Birdman received rave reviews, my favourite being the Daily Telegraph’s comment: ‘the detail, if you can stomach it, is fascinating . . .’ I’m not sure what ‘stomach it’ means (you don’t often read that phrase regarding books written by men), but Mo’s readers came in droves. Birdman became a well-­deserved international bestseller. Her follow-up, The ­Treatment, hit the Sunday Times list and put Mo firmly on the map as a name to watch. The awards began to stack up – the WHS Thumping Good Read Award, nominations for the Barry Awards and the Crime Writing Association Daggers. Her 2011 novel, Gone, received the Edgar Award for Best Novel, and her Walking Man series remains hugely popular today amongst readers and reviewers alike.


Her novels are dark, visceral, bold and brilliant, and she leaves behind a lasting legacy. When she passed away in 2021, the crime writing world was devastated – tributes poured in and readers found solace in her novels, the incredible, brave, important stories she leaves behind. Mo was always a writer – and a person – who lived life to the fullest, as shown by her varied career path. Not one to simply sit down to write in a vacuum, she made sure she had a wealth of life experience under her belt; she worked as a barmaid, security guard, filmmaker, hostess in a Tokyo club, educational administrator and a teacher of English as a foreign language, to name but a few. Mo also held an MA in film from The American University in Washington DC and an MA in Creative Writing from Bath Spa University. Writing was her love and her craft, and she took it very seriously. The legacy she leaves behind is not only that of a thriller writer, but also of a generous, smart, passionate author and champion of other authors. I remember her as someone who squeezed every ounce out of life and did us all the great kindness of pouring some of that energy into her novels.


Over her many years as a writer, Mo, whose real name is Clare Dunkel, and detective Jack Caffery earned a legion of loyal fans, with Mo’s compulsive stories becoming staples of every crime reader’s bookshelf up and down the country – and indeed, across the globe. The series went from strength to strength, and Mo’s unique writing style and her refusal to shy away from the darker side of life became more and more apparent, setting her apart from other thriller writers and making it impossible for anyone to replicate her. I am to this day still in awe of her tremendous talent, and deeply saddened that she is gone.


The publication of Bonehead, her final novel, is something to be truly celebrated, and my hope is that readers will adore this in the way they have her previous books. It tells the fascinating, gripping story of the aftermath of a coach crash, and one woman’s struggle with her own sanity when she begins to see visions of the mysterious woman known locally as Bonehead. It has all the hallmarks of Mo’s writing – speculative, clever, pacy and thought provoking – and it’s a story that will grab you by the throat and not let you go until the blistering end.


The novel begins with a definition of ‘urban legend’ – a modern story of obscure origin and with little or no supporting evidence that spreads spontaneously in varying forms and often has elements of humour, moralising or horror. Mo delivers this in spades. From the moment we are first treated to a description of the terrifying Bonehead, ‘A dead woman, body half-decayed, who walked the local parkland, luring people to their deaths,’ we are hooked. As the novel progresses, Mo manages to weave her trademark sense of unease throughout the storyline. I loved Alex as a main character – a policewoman who, by her own account, is ‘not certifiable’. The final few sentences sent genuine chills down my spine . . . There has always been a sparsity and deftness to Mo’s writing that makes every word count and, no matter how intricate the plotting becomes, she manages to keep you as the reader there with her every step of the way. In Bonehead, she introduces a cast of characters that will stay with you long after you turn the final page – Maryam, Arran and Minty have glued themselves to my brain – and she paints an eerie, haunting description of a small town torn apart by tragedy extremely well. There’s a gothic sense of threat throughout, and Eastonbirt and the nearby lake feel alarmingly real.


This final manuscript embodies Mo’s legacy – a richly drawn tale of paranoia, loss, community and secrets – and my hope is that this publication rightly reaches new readers who will go on to explore the treasure trove that is Mo’s backlist. It’s also a wonderful gift to those of us who have known and loved Mo’s writing for the last few decades. Her novel Wolf was recently adapted for television, and the idea of new generations discovering Mo and her genius stories fills me with joy. I’m so glad her daughter, Lotte, has given her blessing for this last book to hit the shelves, and I can’t wait to see the reviews pour in. Mine is six out of five stars, because she really should have her own category that reflects her level of excellence. Mo was a writer who changed crime fiction forever, and her legacy will never be forgotten – not if Bonehead has anything to do with it . . . And, trust me, you don’t want to get on the wrong side of Bonehead.




URBAN LEGEND


noun


1.


a modern story of obscure origin and with little or no supporting evidence that spreads spontaneously in varying forms and often has elements of humour, moralising, or horror




Alex


Every place has its urban legend, right? Every person in every town, village, city, can think of a weird local ghost story. Eastonbirt, the place I grew up in, was no different.


Our legend was the bonehead. A dead woman, body half-decayed, who walked the local parkland, luring people to their deaths. The bonehead wasn’t well known enough outside the area to have legend-trippers visiting the village, and anyway Eastonbirt was more famous for the coach accident that happened two years and eight months ago. So the bonehead didn’t get talked about that much. I was the only one who took it half-seriously.


Because I’d seen it. Once. I’m not certifiable and of course I knew it was an impossibility, to see a ghost. I knew what I’d actually seen was some form of hallucination. Or a waking nightmare. Something. I was a cop, I was level-headed, so I rationalised it to myself and resolved to forget all about it.


And perhaps that’s how it would have stayed. If it hadn’t been for the photo of her that arrived at our house one day.


It was a hot July evening. I hadn’t been back in the village long. Mum and I had eaten steaks for supper, with salad and wine. We’d cleared away the dishes and I’d decided to replace a tiny cantilever in one of the windows of the conservatory. I was always doing little tasks for her and this wasn’t complicated, just removing the mechanism and replacing a stripped screw, but jobs like that had become difficult for me. My bad hand would ache if it was in the wrong position for too long and I was already tired from a day at work, still in my uniform – hadn’t had a chance to shower. I took a break from fixing the window and wandered over to the fridge for a can of Coke.


Idly drinking the Coke, I glanced through the pile of Mum’s mail on the breakfast counter – the circulars and the communications about her charity work. All the begging letters she got.


That was when I saw it.


At first glance it appeared to be a simple photograph of our house, taken from a low angle, therefore from somewhere inside the park. From that perspective the house – already hopelessly out of place here in the Cotswolds, among the golden stone cottages – looked even bigger than usual. A giant with modern sweeps of glass and aluminium, white walls and balconies.


The photo was on cheap printer paper with no text, nothing to indicate who had sent it. I turned it over, looked at the back – nothing. I turned it again and was about to discard it.


Then the lower-floor window caught my eye.


I sat down at the breakfast bar and angled the sheet under Mum’s huge, expensive downlighters so I could see it more clearly. The photograph had been taken, I guessed, at midday, with the sun in the south shining full on the rear elevation of our house. Maybe it was just a trick of that extreme sunshine, but there appeared to be someone in one of the lower-level windows. A blurred, bonelike face peering out.


Sweat pricked under my arms. I couldn’t be seeing this. I just couldn’t. I glanced sideways, towards the windows, my face hot. It had to be a trick. Was someone watching me, someone who knew? Of course not. I put the paper down, closed my eyes, tried to get myself back on track, then opened my eyes and turned the paper back over. A white, smeared face. Empty black eyes. It was still there.


I carried the paper to the huge plate-glass window where Mum was standing outside on the deck, her hand on the ­railings, gazing out into the forest that spread out from the bottom of our garden.


‘Oh, Alex,’ she said. ‘Bamber is behaving like a lunatic. He’s in the woods again.’ She came to the door and tugged off her smart camel suede sandals. Behind her, insects circled, attracted by the bright lights. ‘Would you have a look for him? You’re still in uniform.’


‘Do you know where this came from?’


She squinted at the photo I was holding. ‘No idea. Estate agents probably. A new marketing ploy – they’re always telling me buyers are waiting.’


‘Which estate agents?’


‘Not a clue.’


‘You don’t think it’s creepy? That they’ve taken a photo of our house?’


‘No.’


‘Does this look like anything to you? Here. This window?’


‘Not really, not without my glasses. Alex, please will you find Bamber? He’s been gone too long.’


I eyed the stairs that led downstairs to the room where the face had been photographed. But Mum wouldn’t be shifted without a good explanation. I couldn’t look her in the eye and tell her about the bonehead – my paranoia. Not because she’d laugh, but because she’d be confused. Worried about my mental health. So I placed the paper face-down on the table, shoved my feet into my boots and went out on to the deck.


‘Bamber?’ I trotted down the steps to the lawn. In the late evening the sun deserted this side of the valley, and our garden was already dark, the paler grey of the lawn blending after a hundred yards or so into the trees that marked the edge of Eastonbirt Park. The window the face had been in was to my right so I steered sideways until I was close to it. It was Mum’s gym, on the lower ground floor. The curtains were closed and there was nothing odd that I could see. The glass pane was clean and shiny – like everything in that house. Did Mum always keep the curtains closed? Perhaps she did.


I turned away and continued down the garden towards the treeline. ‘Bamber? Where are you?’


Dad died when I was still a baby and left Mum minted (I hate that word, Alex. I’m ‘very comfortable’. Not ‘minted’, please). For as long as I could remember, she and I had lived here in this swag palace of a home, set on the slopes of the village of Eastonbirt. As a little girl I’d thought all people had a panoramic view of fields and valleys, hills and forests. It was a shock to discover they didn’t. And then I’d joined the police, done my training, completed two years in the Met on the council estates of Hammersmith, west London, and suddenly I’d seen how extraordinary it was. A house on the slopes of a valley in the Cotswolds? An acre of lawn around it opening directly on to three thousand acres of National Trust parkland? How many people lived like that?


Bamber was crazy about the park. It was full of badgers and rabbits and foxes. He was forever chasing them. I’d never thought it was a problem, I enjoyed seeing him racing around in there. But one evening a few weeks ago our friends’ dog had run out into the same park and hadn’t been seen since, and that had scared us enough to put Bamber on a short lead. Especially now it was getting dark.


I trudged down to the end of the garden and into the trees where it was dusky and grey, already getting a little cool though we were several hours from sunset. My Force-issue boots were good on the unsteady terrain.


‘Bamber? I swear I’ll kill you.’


I was just at the point of getting properly scared when he came bounding happily out of the gloom, an orange tennis ball in his mouth. He dropped it and did that thing of his – wagging his tail, waiting for me to pick up the ball. Nudging it with his nose until I gave in.


‘Right. You haven’t changed.’


I picked up the ball and surveyed the woods – so different from evening in London. No lights, no buildings. When you looked up, just trees and the sky. The sense of night-time creeping in from knee-level, swirling around your feet and silently running up your legs, until it had the whole of you.


‘I’ll throw it once. Over there.’ I held up a finger to Bamber. ‘But don’t you dare go far.’


I sent the ball soaring into the woods. He tore after it, his little grey hindquarters churning up the ground.


He was just a half-mast kind of dog – Schnauzer mixed with, as far as I could tell, mountain bear. A scruffy face and a beard that always managed to get trailed in the dirtiest part of the ground. While he was ferreting around in the woods I walked further into the trees. I didn’t often come down here; I’d never thought to.


I stopped and turned to look up at the house, trying to find the spot where the photograph had been taken. The house was huge, imposing. All glazed windows and aluminium ­balconies. The further back I got, the taller and more ­impressive it seemed. Had I really grown up there?


Eventually I stopped about twenty yards into the park. I must be in roughly the right place.


The ground-floor window was visible through the trees, like in the photo. But it had fallen into darkness. I couldn’t see anything reflected in the glass.


A touch on my calf and I turned. Bamber was there. I hadn’t heard him come back – he must have been stealthy. He was sitting close to my ankles, facing away from me, staring back into the woods he’d just come out of. When I reached down and touched him on his haunches I found his fur standing up in bristles.


‘Hey, gorgeous boy.’ I squatted down next to him. ‘You OK? Where’s your ball?’


He growled. Low and prolonged. I could feel his ribs ­vibrating under my fingertips.


I stared into the trees. I couldn’t hear anything – no movement, nothing out of the ordinary. This was the park I’d grown up in, the place where I’d run wild as a kid, but abruptly I knew something was different and we shouldn’t be there.


‘Come on.’ I grabbed Bamber’s collar and began to pull him away, not taking my eyes off the trees. ‘Come on, boy. Let’s go home.’




Maryam


They looked for him again, knowing that if they did find him he’d be dead. After all this time he had to be dead. Six weeks he’d been gone.


Maryam walked behind Rhory, her cardigan pulled tight around her, the brambles catching at her bare calves. Her clothes were all wrong for searching in the half-darkness. An old, corded, patchwork skirt. Sandals with a thin sole to them. Her feet kept slipping. She ducked under a low-hanging branch and tried to catch up with Rhory, but he was going fast, his head lowered, crashing through the trees. He was still tall and broad; even now, as he entered his late forties, his breadth was the thing people first noticed. He was carrying a rucksack which contained a torch, a Leatherman tool knife, rubber gloves and a bin bag.


The kit, the bin bag – they said the words Rhory hadn’t. He was expecting to take home a corpse.


‘Where are we now?’


He stopped and turned to her. ‘What?’


‘I said . . . ’ Her voice was bloodless and tiny. ‘I said, where are we? I’m lost. I don’t recognise this.’


‘It’s the driveway to the old mansion. It used to run down through that side valley. There are places around here he might have . . . ’


Rhory finished the sentence with a hand gesture that was meant to fill in the words: places he might have fallen.


Maryam turned and scanned the thick woods. There might once have been a driveway here, but she couldn’t see it any more. Rhory knew all of the forests: the faded, overgrown parts of the once-grand park; the alleys, the towering trees, the fences. The skies that came in on summer nights and clenched the park hard, keeping it pressed against the loamy earth. The way it went on forever and ever, thousands of acres of tangled wilderness trailing up the sides of the valley like a giant hand – long, ponderous fingers spanning the vast escarpment. She’d lived here for almost twenty-three years, but she’d never properly taken this place inside her. It didn’t belong in her the way it did in him. It was her husband’s secret birthright.


Rhory took a left and plunged into the thicket. She ­followed. The woods weren’t silent. It was late but not quite dark. The time of evening when wildlife changed shifts, rustling the undergrowth. Twitching in the shadows. The land began to rise and soon broke into boulders that they had to climb, her flimsy shoes sliding and cracking. Sweat matted her hair; it twined around broken leaves and sticks, making little twirled nests across her scalp.


At last they reached another level where the land was flat. Rhory paused for a moment to get his breath back, then clicked on the torch and began to walk again. Maryam didn’t have time to catch her breath, he was too far ahead, so she put her head down and followed.


They were on a long footpath, well trodden and dry underfoot, overhead trees linking fingers to form a high, rough ­tunnel. Rhory’s torch uplit it like the inside of a cave. To her left, hundreds of feet below, the last of the daylight glinted on the pewter necklace of old lakes that snaked their way through the bottom of the park. She didn’t look at them, kept her mind on putting one foot in front of the other. She was afraid of the lakes. They were carnivorous. The trees, too – they had a habit of swallowing things.


A noise behind her. She stopped and edged quickly sideways to the nearest tree, staring back down the path behind them. It wound away into the dusk, dropping at a slight incline. The ground was paler than the surrounding trees. Was there something down there – just at the place the perspective died? A wavering of the atoms and molecules of air? A shape, a flesh-coloured difference in the light, like a human form ­moving rapidly away?


‘Maryam?’


She jumped. Rhory had come to stand behind her.


‘What is it? What are we looking at?’


‘Nothing.’


He frowned. ‘You’re nervous.’


‘No. I’m afraid of what we’re going to find, that’s all.’ She ran her hands down her arms. With a deep breath she turned her back on the path and faced the way they’d been walking. She ignored the prickling sensation at the back of her head telling her she was being watched from behind. ‘I’m scared of seeing him. If he’s not the . . . the same as he was I don’t know what I’ll do.’


‘You need to be prepared.’


‘I know.’


They walked on. The daylight left the lakes in the valley below and before long the only light was the torch beam. Maryam lifted her feet to avoid the roots and the creepers, walking with her shoulders thrust forward, her head turned very slightly so her ear could catch anything moving behind them. Whatever harm this park meant her, soon it would have its way. It might be weeks, it might be months, but one day it would swallow her whole. It would consume her thoughts, her body, her memories.


Ahead Rhory stopped. She halted. ‘What? Can you see something?’


He didn’t answer. He crouched and angled the light into a crevice at his feet. He pulled aside some bracken and ­dislodged a stone, threw it out far into the valley then shone the torch down again. He was so good with his hands, so practical. His fingers were pure bone and muscle, could pull a nail from a plank in seconds.


‘Hold this.’


He handed her the torch, sat on his butt and shuffled himself nearer the edge. She approached the edge, tentatively ­shining the beam into the crevice. It wavered and threw ­shadows across the faded flanks of the rocks.


‘The smell?’


‘Yes.’ He manoeuvred himself off the lip of the pathway, dropping about two feet to a smaller ledge. He clapped his hands together to get the dirt off and took a step along the ledge.


‘Rhory? What’s the smell?’


‘Give me the torch.’


She knelt on the path and leaned over, passing him the torch. Her hands were shaking so badly the beam stuttered and jumped.


Rhory braced one hand against the rock and leaned his face into the gap, shining the torch from one side to the other.


‘Is it him? Can you see him?’


He clicked off the torch, took a step back and looked up at her. In the dying light his face was drawn and sad.


‘Rhory?’




Alex


Back in the kitchen, the photo of the house had ­disappeared from the countertop.


‘Mum?’ I pulled off my boots and padded barefoot around the gleaming rooms. ‘Mum?’


I found her in the formal dining area eyeing up four small brass sculptures she had placed on the windowsill. Tipping her head on one side and considering the effect of turning one piece through eight or nine degrees.


‘Mum. What did you do with that photo?’


‘Which photo?’


‘The one from the estate agents? I just showed it to you.’


‘I don’t know – I shredded everything. I cleaned up. Why?’


I sighed. I’d been away too long. I’d got used to a more ­ramshackle way of living in London and I’d forgotten that back home things happened on schedule, in a clean and orderly fashion. Mum was a neat freak; you put something down and within seconds it would be whisked away and cleaned, ironed, sanitised or binned.


‘I was interested in it. How did you know it was from an estate agent?’


‘Who else would send something like that? It’s a gimmick.’


‘Which estate agent? Did it have a logo on it?’


She put her head on one side and frowned. ‘No. Why? What was wrong with it?’


‘Nothing. I just . . . nothing.’


I waited for her to go to bed. Then I went downstairs to the gym on the lower ground floor, clicking on the lights as I went. Bamber came after me, holding Hat. ‘Hat’ was a ridiculous Mexican thing he adored. Every other toy would be ­macerated to within an inch of its life, but Hat would be ­carried around the place with utter delicacy.


The room was silent in the halogen glow; all Mum’s weight machines and treadmills glinted back at me. A faint smell of window-cleaning spray and new carpet. I went to the window and pulled back the curtains, inching my nose close to the place I thought I’d seen the face. I ran my hand around the frame but there was nothing odd about the window. Not even cobwebs or dead flies. Outside it was almost dark; my ­reflection floated in the glass. Beyond it was the lawn and the dark-leafed trees fifty yards away where the park started.


Though I couldn’t see all of the park from here on the fringes, I had a clear image in my head of how it was arranged. Originally it had belonged to a Victorian guano millionaire who’d had great plans but had run out of money at the wrong time. At the centre was the Gothic mansion he’d been building, now decaying. It was a time capsule because mid-construction the workers had simply downed tools and left the place half-­finished. Below it was a string of ornamental lakes. Around the lakes, abandoned grounds spiralled out into thousand of acres, encompassing a forgotten arboretum, a lumber forest, and the tiny village of Eastonbirt. The place where I lived.


‘Come on, Bamber. Come upstairs with your crazy owner.’


We trudged back up to the kitchen. I finished screwing the cantilever in and tested the window a couple of times, opening and closing it until I was satisfied. At school they always teased me for being the one who wanted to know how things worked – I was always put on the boys’ table. It used to upset me until I worked out that was just me. The way I worked. Anyway – that night I liked having the window secure.


I peered out of the window at the parkland. Then I locked the rest of the doors along the back and closed the curtains.


As early teenagers at weekends we would pile up our rucksacks and head into the park for cookouts. Our squad in those days was me, Minnie, Jessop, Ozone and Arran Black. Sometimes Sophie May Hansel would tag along if she knew Arran was going, but Michaela Lewis always refused to come. The park was limitless – you could live there a million years and never visit all the groves and grottoes and endless abandoned woodland. It was ripe for getting lost and telling ghost stories and Hallowe’en pranking, and invariably we’d end up in a lamplit huddle in the woods scaring ourselves shitless telling stories. The clown with the hatchet that chased cars, the dwarf that lived in the basement of the ruined mansion in the centre of the park. More often than not, it would be the dead woman who watched everyone from the trees. The bonehead.


The woman, went the story, had been a prostitute, a gypsy, who at some point in the past century had been murdered in the park by a john and thrown into a ravine. Her face had been eaten back to the bone by rats and foxes, but her body remained, miraculously mummified, so her killer went back time and again to have sex with the faceless corpse. The body, it was said, had never been found. It still lay out there somewhere. Hidden for all these years. But her restless spirit haunted the wood, luring people into the subterranean hole where her body rested. She wore a white dress and her limbs were shrivelled to nothing. According to legend there were scores of missing people who’d disappeared in the park, chased by her until they’d fallen into the dangerous crevices between the rocks.


The boys would hold torches under their chins, or sneak away from the group and come crashing back through the wilderness to make us all scream. We would giggle and sweat and use the opportunity to cling on to the boys. One night it got so real that Minnie started to cry silently. ‘I heard something,’ she whispered, jabbing a finger out into the dark. ‘Something’s out there. I mean seriously.’


One or two of us tried to keep the laughter going, but her face was so proper scared – torch-lit and snotty like the Heather character in Blair Witch – that one by one we went silent. We all switched off our phone lights and huddled together, barely breathing, listening to the pulse of the woods around us. She was right. Far away in the trees, over near the lake, was the staccato crump of dry undergrowth: someone moving stealthily through the tangled woods.


‘It’s a deer,’ the boys said, unconvincingly. ‘It’s nothing.’


We must have been about fourteen then. It was the last time we did freak-out nights and the last time any of us had mentioned the bone-faced woman in the park. So when I saw her, years later, I knew it had to be my imagination.


Bamber and I went into the little area off the kitchen where Mum did all her admin. Like everywhere else, it was super-clean and tidy. I switched on the halogen light. Mum spent her life on committees and trustee boards and she was in constant negotiation with various fundraisers and marketing directors. I’d come out of the accident with a damaged left hand – not really a big deal, I’d still passed the police medical – but not everyone in the accident had been so lucky. Seven had died; three would never lead a normal life again. Not long after the crash Mum had founded a charity for children and teenagers with acquired injuries. The office was piled high with her paperwork.


I uncoupled the shredder bin from the cross-cutter and sifted through the contents. The shredded strands of the photo were fairly easy to find – it made me think how useless shredders were in the face of the seriously committed. It took me twenty minutes but eventually I got all the pieces lined up and sellotaped back together.


I pulled it back under the light and peered at the photo of the downstairs window. The blade had sliced directly through the pane, bisecting the floury image. Cobbled back together like this, it no longer made any sense. The face, if it had been there at all, was distorted and now just looked like nothing. A trick of the light, or of my imagination.




Maryam


All along, her biggest fear had been that he’d died slowly. She’d hoped they’d find him on the roadway, like the foxes and pheasants you often saw. Compressed, purpling mounds. Eyes blank or popped, fur greyed out to the colour of the tarmac. Easier to think of your dog killed instantly than trapped here in a crevice to starve.


The last of the daylight left the far side of the valley, sweeping up like a curtain being drawn. The lights in the little front rooms of Eastonbirt slowly pricked up through the darkness; the orange streetlamps clicked on like a glowing necklace. Maryam sat with her back to a tree trunk, knees pulled up to her chin. Shivering with fear. The park was haunted. Now she knew it for sure. The darkness was coming for her.


A clatter of rock a few feet below. Rhory swearing. She rolled on to her knees, crawled to the edge of the path and peered down. His pulled himself backwards out of the ­crevice. A patter of pebbles dislodged and fell. He was still holding the torch but otherwise his hands were empty.


‘What?’ she hissed.


He wiped his forehead with the back of his arm. The place his hair was cut short around the back of his neck glistened with sweat. He turned and spat into the void of the valley. ‘It’s not him. It’s a badger.’


Once she’d had time to recover her equanimity, she climbed down to the ledge. She couldn’t leave without seeing the ­animal; she had to be sure there wasn’t a mistake. That this wasn’t Tumble, their three-year-old mongrel, missing for the past six weeks. That it really was a dead badger.


Rhory was patient. He held the torch beam steady for her so she could push her shoulders into the crevice. There it was, just as Rhory had said, draped over a rock, maybe where it had fallen: the thinning, mummified remains of a badger. The smell.


She winced. Pulled herself out again and turned to the ­valley. The moon now, coming up above the trees. Cold slice of light. She leaned back against the rock and stared at it, breathing in and out slowly through her nose, the way she’d learned in a meditation book.


Tears were in her eyes. Rare for her to cry.


‘Maryam?’


‘You don’t understand. It’s my fault. It’s all my fault.’


‘It’s no one’s fault. He ran away; that’s no one’s fault.’


But Rhory was wrong. This was her doing. All her doing. No untangling it now.




Alex


I woke up early the next day, my head tight. I shuffled upright and pulled the taped-together photograph from my bedside table and studied it again, trying to conjure up what I’d seen yesterday. A face in the downstairs window.


I couldn’t do it. Couldn’t make it reappear.


Two hours before my shift started. I could sit and stare at this photo or read a book or play on my phone. Instead I pulled on my black police polo shirt and trousers, and went out for a drive.


It was still early but already hot and overcast, the air full of trapped pollen and leaf dust so that the woods seemed to have a shimmer above them. Most of the houses on the lower side of Eastonbirt had gardens like Mum’s that opened directly on to the parkland. With the exception of a twenty-three-storey community housing tower at the edge of the village – there by virtue of some glitch in the local planning department in the ’60s – Eastonbirt itself was a fairly typical Cotswold village. A high street, a church – famous for the lead font which the villagers had kept hidden during the dissolution of the monasteries – four pubs, a small supermarket and lots of fancy boutique shops. There were no less than five estate agents in town, and in each one I recognised at least one or two members of staff.


I was an old face. Half-famous because of the accident, and because of Mum.


‘How’s your hand?’ asked one of the receptionists, a girl I’d been at school with. ‘Still hurt?’


‘Nope.’ I flexed it. ‘Feels good as new. Passed all my police medicals.’


‘What was it like being in London?’


‘Tiring, but cool. Well cool.’


She shook her head and smiled, half-awed. ‘Makes me ­wonder why you ever came back.’


All the receptionists had questions for me; they all came out of their offices to look me up and down in my police kit, to ask questions about Mum and the charity, but when I pulled out the photo they all went blank. None of them would admit it was anything to do with them. Maybe not surprising – would they confess to such a ridiculous marketing gimmick? It smacked of intrusiveness.


‘Maybe it’s from one of those bigger offices in Stroud?’ one suggested, frowning. ‘Mind you, it’s a beautiful house, that. Has your mum thought of selling? There’s a huge demand for those slopes at the bottom of the village.’


If not an estate agent, I thought as I left the last one, climbing the little stone steps that had seen centuries of traffic, then who had sent Mum a picture of her house? And why?


I paused at the top of the step and turned to look at the estate agent’s window – all the images of beautiful Cotswold cottages suspended in mid-air on their wire mountings. My face, my round freckled face with my thick brown hair, stared back at me. In the wrong light even someone like me could look ghostly, skull-like. Light and glass distorted like nothing else when you were haunted by an image. Once you had a picture in your head, of course, you’d conjure it up everywhere you looked. Still, I couldn’t quite bring myself to bin the photo.


When I’d applied for a transfer to Gloucestershire I’d hoped I’d get the Stroud police station, and I’d been lucky. There had been a position to fill and I’d slotted straight in. Stroud was five miles from home, but its jurisdiction was huge and included the little village of Eastonbirt. I enjoyed the drive; it was so linear and smooth compared to driving anywhere in London. So weird to be able to go for over five minutes without hitting a red light.


The police station was in its usual state of flux, with officers and PCSOs coming and going. I was a little early for my shift so I went back to the vast room that served as the incident room, the cafeteria and our office, all rolled into one overheated, shadeless, peeling space where we kept our personal belongings in red crates. I found a place at a desk near the window and logged on. Outside the window another hot day was gearing up, the people going by wearing short-sleeved shirts, or T-shirts and shorts.


Someone at the Traffic unit had given me access to the reports from the coach crash investigation, and while ­technically I shouldn’t be accessing this side of the database I reasoned I wasn’t doing any harm, only looking. In addition to the SIO’s report, the government had done its own report (another way of enhancing their already huge database of crash causes) and I’d read through it over and over again, trying to fill in the parts I’d forgotten. A coach crash and a three-hour segment of my life had become, for me, not a ­linear narrative of horrors, but a half-remembered, half-trancelike nightmare. A flat dark stretch of time poked through with pain and lights, voices, the sting of needles and stench of ethanol. Hazy hallucinations I couldn’t black out three years later. So many faces peering into mine that night: Alex? Are you OK?


I’d sat through all the inquests, I’d given my own testimony, but I still wasn’t rid of that gnawing gap in my memory.


I opened the photographs file. Some of them were impossible to look at, especially the post-mortems: crushed limbs, heads. The shots inside the overturned coach weeks after the accident – fish cruising lazily between the upside-down seats, a rucksack floating, the contents spilled out. I scrolled through to the shot that for me was the most mesmerising. Nothing special about it, except that it had been one of the first official police photographs, taken when most of us had already left for the hospital. Blue emergency services lights and car headlights, skid marks on the road, the various ­discarded ­aluminium blankets we’d been given by paramedics, a few shoes, bags, latex gloves on the tarmac. The tail-lights of cars turning away from the roadblock, the vague blurred faces of people who’d gathered at the barrier to watch.


I leaned back in the chair and chewed on the cuticle of my bad thumb. Trying to think through the accident.


The only facts I could be sure of were the things that had seemed funny at the time but now seemed so sad. It had been a school reunion for all that summer’s leavers. Fancy dress; it was the weekend after Hallowe’en, after all. Fifty of us turned up from all over the area. It was hysterical. I went as a dead bride; Michaela went as Daphne from Scooby Doo. Minnie, being Minnie, went as Harley Quinn out of Suicide Squad and Sophie May Hansel went as Taylor Swift in the ‘Blank Space’ video. The boys had been equally random – most of them were totally not into it and reluctantly dressed as Dr Spock, or ‘Frankenstein’s monster’ with a few sheets of loo paper fluttering round a basic black T-shirt and black jeans. Ozone, our token gay dude, was Justin Bieber, and Arran, being Arran – the hottest of the guys and also the only one who never took himself too seriously – had gone as a giant penis. He had got his mum, Maryam, to make the costume out of pink foam, with a hole cut in the middle for his face.


Sophie May Hansel was mortified. We all knew she had the biggest crush on Arran and had expected him to turn up dinner-jacketed as the ‘Blank Space’ guy, to match her Taylor Swift ballgown. The penis was the worst letdown for her. Personally I thought it was wicked so I made a point of dancing with him. We were friends going back years and years, and besides, was there anything more hysterical than a dead bride and a penis doing the neyney?


The guys had all got drunk. Giacomo Amati from Tetbury had thrown up all over Minnie’s Harley Quinn costume and it was lucky he was getting a lift home from his dad, because she was now dressed in a black bin liner tied at the shoulders, her outfit in a carrier bag scrunched under her arm and talking wildly about getting him to pay for the cleaning, making him walk into the fancy dress hire shop with the ruined outfit.


Michaela Lewis’s dad, Mike, was driving. He worked at the coach company and had volunteered for this job because his daughter was on board. He’d made several stops coming out of Stroud – Eastonbirt was the last, and by the time he began negotiating the winding road into the park there was just the Eastonbirt squad left in the huge fifty-seven-seater coach. Me, Sophie May, Minnie, Arran, Michaela, Ozone Winters, Jessop Jarvis, the Houghton twins, Kaylee Pocket, Keith Brown, and two giggly girls called Sara and Isabelle.


I was gazing out of the window at the world going past beyond my reflection when I realised I could see Sophie May’s face reflected beyond my own. She sat on the other side of the coach in the seat ahead, her strawberry earbuds jammed in, the neon lead snaking across her prom gown and into her bag. She was chewing impatiently, her eyes roving out of the window at the rain lashing against the glass, her fingers digging into her palms. The only child of the Hansels, the local accountants, and used to getting her own way, tonight she was in a full-on strop about the Taylor Swift thing and desperate for Arran’s attention. I wasn’t sure why Arran wasn’t giving it to her – she was the one they called princess while everyone called me a tomboy or a lesbian. I wasn’t glamorous. I was short, with short brown chunks of hair and freckles. Sophie May had exactly the things I assumed boys liked: blonde hair and tight clothes.


As I watched her, she turned and looked at Arran, who was sitting in front of me, now in just a T-shirt and jeans, his pink foam outfit lying on the other seat. I couldn’t see him but she must have caught his gaze because she smiled, slow and sexy. Her top lip curled up first, the curve translating slowly into her bottom lip. Then she pointed at Arran’s crotch, licking her lips slowly. ‘Get your cock out,’ she mouthed. ‘I’ll do this.’ She opened her mouth and mimed a blowjob, her hands circling an enormous penis going in and out.


Any other time I’d have giggled. Maybe booted him in the back of the seat to encourage him to laugh too. Except lately I wasn’t sure any more how I felt about Arran Black. There were new levels of complexity. What if he smiled back at her? Invited her over to his seat – maybe back to his house? I didn’t want to see.


I turned away, put my forehead to the window. The coach bumped along, winding further and further down into the valley on the road that crossed the two bigger lakes. I tried to focus my attention outside.


That was when I saw it. A greyish-white shape darting out from the side of the road at the top of the causeway. I sat forward to stare, my hands on the windows. But before I could focus on the image disappearing into the tree, the coach swerved and skidded on the road.


The world was thrown sideways. Darkness and reflections, glass breaking, someone screaming, maybe me. A deafening slap, the coach hitting the water – then nothing. No more engine noise. Darkness and cold.


The mechanics of what happened were right in front of me in the report. Some of us were thrown free out of windows that smashed on the coach’s first impact. Me, Ozone and Minnie Frobisher, who landed on her shoulders, breaking a lumbar vertebra. The engine block in the rear was heaviest so it dragged the coach down backwards, water racing in through the wheel arches and the engine. Somehow Arran and Michaela managed to escape through a window near the front and drag themselves to the shore. Arran was awake, sober and fit enough to return to the coach, to pull anyone out that he could. Jessop Jarvis’s legs were caught in twisted metal; Arran freed him (though later he’d lose both legs). Keith Brown, too, owed his life to Arran Black.


Arran went in six times before the coach flipped lazily in the water like a bored whale, and slid another twenty feet down into the lake, putting it beyond his reach. Still on board were Sophie May Hansel, the Houghton twins, Isabelle Bentley, Sara Sharp, Kaylee Pocket, and Mike Lewis, the driver. One detail that was never released to the press or the parents was that the Houghton twins – both good swimmers – must have held their breath and made a good attempt to escape the coach. But both got stuck in the underwater weeds. Arran dived ten times for Ben Houghton, who was nearest the surface, and still couldn’t free him.


I didn’t remember any of that. In my confusion, in and out of consciousness, I’d crawled off the tarmac and into the trees. Vomiting and bleeding, fainting from the pain in my hand.


That was when I dreamt that the bonehead came and found me. She crouched, put one hand on the ground next to me, then lowered her head to my face and . . . there’s no other word for it . . . sniffed me. As if she were a hungry animal and I was roadkill.


Now, in the silence of the incident room, I scanned the faces in the case files photograph. People shocked, watching the rescue services. Paramedics and firemen going about their work. I was looking for a half-person – a wisp of light, an ­illusion.


I am death. I am the bonehead. I am watching you.


I pulled out the crumpled, taped photo of our house and smoothed it out on my desk, placed a finger over the ­window on the ground floor. Nothing there now. Nothing decipherable.


‘Alex?’


I looked up. My sergeant was standing in the doorway. I quickly crumpled the photograph and pushed it into my tac vest.


‘Sarge?’


‘A moment in my office? Now, please.’




Alex


‘You’re from Eastonbirt, aren’t you?’


Sergeant Johnson looked down her nose at me from behind her monitor. She was a beautiful, elegant Scottish woman with maybe Somalian roots, judging by the long ebony neck and the sloe eyes that looked as if they should always be outlined like Cleopatra’s.


‘Yeah – why?’


‘There’s a job on the queue up at Eagle Tower there. Do you know it?’


I knew it. It was the monster of a tower that loomed over all of Eastonbirt. Eagle Tower. Evil Tower, the locals dubbed it. It would be funny if it weren’t so tragic, but on the crime maps of Eastonbirt all the red dots hung around the tower. No crimes in the little streets and sleepy cottages surrounding it.


‘What about it?’


‘Couple of kids with laser pens. The CAA sent it over to Intelligence.’


 ‘Is that all?’ I’d been to laser-pen callouts over and over. They were routine, and I was a little surprised she’d asked me into her office for something like this. Usually it would have just come out to me on the incident queue.


‘Uh, no – actually I called you in because I had a call from the Traffic unit.’ She was looking at the screen in front of her, her chin raised, one hand on the mouse. ‘They’ve offered you a placement.’


‘I beg your pardon.’


‘Sit down.’


I did. ‘They’ve offered me a placement? How come?’


‘Alex, you have to take this all in context. You’ve come back from the Met after two years – you were one of the highest commended in training. You did an advanced driving course . . . ’


‘I did. I financed it myself. Or rather, my mum did.’


‘And you came out of that with top marks.’


‘Yeah, well.’ I looked at my feet. ‘I’m a tomboy – I’ve always liked driving. It’s not that ace.’


‘The Traffic department think it is. Also apparently you were the best marksman. You know how the Traffic unit is always looking for extra skills.’ She shrugged. ‘I don’t know – I’ve never seen anyone who is just off probation get a chance like this. People have to batter down the doors of Traffic to even have an application considered. I guess you must just be rolled in London stardust.’




Maryam


Maryam Black. Look at her, struggling along, heavy, weighed down by her hair and her long breasts. Held close to the earth by a curse of her own making. The curse was invisible to the rest of the world, yet so real to her that some days it could be immense enough to blot out the sunrise and sunset, inflamed enough to steal her breath.


The morning after their search she made griddled eggs and cornbread muffins, the back door open to the morning birdsong. She moved slowly in her Moroccan slippers, each step an effort, her eyes stinging from lack of sleep, the smell of the dead badger still in her nostrils. Beyond the open kitchen door the trees brooded along the bottom of the garden. There had never been a fence or barrier between their garden and the park.


I swallowed your dog. I swallowed him and I won’t give him back.


She made to close the door, but hesitated, changed her mind. What if this was the day Tumble found his way back through the woods? What if he wasn’t dead; what if he’d somehow survived? What if someone very kind had found him: an old lady who hadn’t seen the endless posters and Facebook posts and didn’t know that a dog might have a chip in its neck that could be scanned by a vet?


No, said the park. Not that. You know what’s really got him. And it’s not a kind old lady.


Maryam used a spatula to coax the eggs out on to a plate, tore up strips of smoked salmon, and arranged the muffins with wedges of butter. She had a thing about breakfast lately. Now that Arran raced out of the door so fast, leaving a whiff of aftershave and a vague blur of laundered shirt, and came home so late, it seemed to Maryam that making sure he had a good breakfast was worth her getting up early for.


‘Morning.’


He came into the kitchen in his shirtsleeves, still gingerly patting his cheeks from shaving. ‘I’m red, aren’t I?’


She smiled. He was far from red. He was slightly tanned and clear-skinned, beautiful like his father. Tall, with a strong neck and shoulders. Sometimes she had to drag herself away from staring at him.


‘Here.’ She folded out his collar from his neck and wiped a bit of shaving cream from the shirt. ‘You look lovely. Just don’t get any coffee on your tie.’


‘I’ll try.’


He sat at the breakfast table, his elbows jammed on either side of the plate, and began forking up the breakfast. He worked for the police now, dressed nicely, dealt with managers and the public, got up in front of rooms of people to speak. But at home he still ate like a carpenter. A man who worked, a man of the land. He got that from his Dad.


‘Anything last night?’


‘Nothing. Just a dead badger.’


‘He’ll turn up. He will eventually.’


She filled up his coffee from the cafetière, imagining herself a waitress in an American diner, a yellow pinafore and a name tag on her breast. Hi, I’m Maryam, author of my own destruction. Ask me about our early bird offers.


Arran sipped his coffee gingerly, his hand over his tie. He looked even neater and tidier than usual. His eyes seemed brighter against his skin.


She put the cafetière next to the Aga and filled the milk jug and said, ‘Alex has been back – what, three weeks now?’


‘Four.’


‘Have you seen her?’


‘Yes. Around. Work and stuff.’


‘How is she?’


He shrugged. Didn’t look up. ‘I don’t know. Ask her.’


Maryam didn’t push it. Any minute now Rhory would be down. If Minty was awake he’d bring her too – then the two men would talk about cricket and the new bevel-edged ­chisels Rhory had bought and maybe what was happening at the local pub. But they’d rarely trade feelings. They wouldn’t talk about whether there was a girl in Arran’s life.
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