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One


Westmere, May


She has made plans for today, has been working towards this moment for decades. She had not understood this before. She knows it now.


Tomorrow will dawn bright and fine. Late spring mornings are beautiful to her these days. There was a time, many years ago, when she thought she could not face another dawn; she had wrapped herself in silence and the chorus that threatened to unravel the tight-knit quiet felt as if it might break her. There was a light seeping through closed curtains, demanding access from the other side of a locked door, pulling at sticky eyelids – it was a light she agreed to, eventually allowed in. She was stoic and strong and proud of it.


She is stoic and strong in this choice too. Everything is in order; there are a few clues and fewer answers. She gave up explaining herself a long time ago. It won’t be easy for them, but she has done what she can.


She will light three candles, and when they are burned out, then.


The candles were used as a sign, a long time ago, needed and valuable. Perhaps they stand for more now, for the layers of secrets, for three generations of recurring stories. She feels this repetition keenly, would end it if she could.


She hopes this might end it.


The tide was very low earlier this evening, the water far out and wanting, so much exposed at the moment of the turn, that brief pause and then gone again. A ritual drowning of secrets twice a day.


No more days, no more times, no more tides.


No more secrets.









Two


Westmere, May


In another part of town, in another old home, this one empty and rotting, they work quietly. They are practised, will be in and out in less than thirty minutes. They do not speak as they work, methodically ticking off a list that is memorised and perfected – damp items to the centre, dryer and more flammable objects against the walls; if there are nylon net curtains, so much the better. If no windows are smashed, open one or two to create a through-draught. If there are no windows, remember to wedge the exit open as they leave. No smashing, no breaking, no noise. Firelighters are placed at strategic points around the main room. This has been a learning of trial and error. At first they used too few and the result was a brief flicker, too much smoke for safety and an appalling waste of their fear and excitement. The next time, overcompensating, they were lucky to get away with sore throats from the sudden and shocking plume of smoke, luckier still to run from the site without being seen. Now they are skilled at the task.


They are two streets away before the fire fully takes hold, down on the shore well before a neighbour is alerted by the smell of smoke or a strange orange light where usually there is darkness. Far from the pier and the street lights along the front they wash their hands in the incoming tide, ripples of sea foam delineating the water’s edge, feet braced against the heavy stones as they look at each other, eyes wide with the thrill of getting away with it, relief at ticking another one off the list.


A flame of sheet lightning flares far out at sea. It is very late, very early. Time to go home, back to bed. These interrupted nights are hard, and there is always the fear that someone will have noticed them gone, the empty bed, the room too quiet. They part, as they met, with no words. It will be done soon.









Three


Westmere, May


Lucy ran along the front, heading away from the pier and the tired old town threatening to slide down the hill and into the water. Behind her, hidden by a bank of dark purple cloud, the morning sun sent out an odd, tinted light. A fourth-generation child of Westmere, she knew the rain would be onshore within a quarter of an hour, perhaps sooner given the look of the choppy waves slamming themselves against the shingle. She shivered and picked up her pace. It was all very well her school coach telling the team they needed to run five days a week, rain or shine; their coach was white, she would never have to deal with brown girl’s hair. She might just make it to Kitty’s place before the storm hit.


Her mother’s great-aunt Kitty lived at the end of the second bay, where the front receded first into a wasteland of brambles, ferns and grasses and half a mile later into marshes. Lucy thought she heard someone behind her, panting breath, pounding feet, and turned to look over her shoulder, running all the while. No one was there, she was alone on the front, and she turned back, set her face to the far distance. She’d feel safer with Kitty. She grimaced; she hadn’t felt safe all year.


Just round the corner of this bigger bay and into the small one and she’d be within striking distance of Kitty’s home. Her great-aunt was no children’s book granny, knitting and smiling with boiled sweets in her pocket. At this time of day and with a spring tide, she was more likely to be drinking whisky in her tea and leaning on the railing of her deck, smoking and swearing into the wind about the bloody Westmere council and the bastard developers and how the only thing protecting her was the swathe of marshland to the west.


‘Don’t know about this “natural interest” bollocks, Lucy,’ she’d said, ‘but if you and your mates kicking off about all that climate business stops them building down this end of the bay, you have my blessing. Not that God exists, you know.’


Lucy picked up her pace, the wind behind her urging her on. She counted her footfalls as they landed, wondering if this was the morning she’d have the courage to talk to Kitty, ask for her help. She hoped she might. As she rounded the curve that dipped into the smaller bay, she expected to see Kitty out on the deck, or maybe walking the shoreline collecting rubbish and cursing the day-trippers along the coast who left their bottles and cans on the beach, the tide depositing them days later for Kitty to deal with. She was an easy figure to spot, one shoulder higher than the other, her gait slightly twisted and, recently, a stick to balance her bad hip, although she professed to use it to frighten off seagulls more than anything else.


Kitty had never walked straight as far as Lucy knew, but she was strong and tough and her feet were as sure as her words. She wasn’t soft or gentle or even particularly welcoming, but she was always there. She was the person Lucy had run to whenever she was upset, at school or at home. Her little sister Etta was doing the same now, just as her mother and aunt had done in the past. Kitty was their constant. They knew she’d tell them off if they’d been stupid, but she’d also listen, holding shame and blame at bay and just listen to the story, the one in their words and the one they couldn’t bring themselves to say. Lucy wanted to tell Kitty her story.


Kitty wasn’t on the beach and she wasn’t on the deck. Her boots were in the corner of the deck as they always were when she was inside. The door was closed. Kitty must be out already, unless there was actual hail coming directly off the sea, the door would be wedged open with a big stone from the shore. Lucy rubbed her gritty eyes and checked her watch. It was just after eight thirty. It wasn’t unusual for Kitty to be out walking or fishing in the morning, but something felt odd.


Lucy wasn’t sure why she tried the door, but she reached out and turned the handle. When the door swung open, catching in the wind, she knew for sure that something was wrong. Her father was always saying how Kitty was going to have a fall one of these days. He’d suggested she move in with them, but Kitty told him he was being an idiot and he could make his own plans; she had hers.


Lucy called out. There was no reply. She took the half-dozen steps across the main room to Kitty’s bedroom at the back of the hut. Later, she thought she had already known what she’d see when she opened the door; that she had known Kitty was dead before she saw her lying on the bed, took in the empty pill packets and bottles laid out beside her; had known Kitty would be dead before she saw her eyes closed, her skin grey and cold.


She heard the sound coming up from her chest, a keening she hadn’t known was in her, then her knees buckled and it was all she could do to put out her hand and stop herself toppling into Kitty’s dressing table. She knelt down, breathing slowly. She’d had panic attacks at the start of last term and Kitty had shown her the breathing techniques. She was remembering now. In for four, out for four. Slowly, paying attention to the breath as it moved through her body, noticing little details in her immediate line of focus, nothing big, nothing too much. As she counted, she looked down at the strands of summer grasses and the tiny pebbles from the shore that lay between the floorboards. They could have been there for decades. Kitty swept her rooms once a week and said that was more than enough; she lived in a hut after all, not a palace.


When Lucy felt her heart racing a little less, her skin less clammy, she slowly stood up. She walked closer to Kitty, looked at the packets and pill bottles on the bed, the whisky bottle beside her. She was glad Kitty’s eyes were closed. She hoped it had been easy, falling asleep. This was the first dead body she had ever seen, and while part of her wanted to run from the hut, another part, stronger, was drawn closer.


Kitty’s body was there but she was clearly gone. Her stuff was all around her; she was laid out on the bed. Kitty and not Kitty. Lucy got as close as she could without touching anything, then leaned in and carefully kissed her on the forehead. Her lips met skin that was too cool; it felt waxy, unreal. She stepped back shuddering, sorry that she felt repulsed and repulsed anyway.


A little while later, Lucy was on the deck, the doors to Kitty’s bedroom and to the hut itself firmly closed behind her. She took out her phone and wondered who to call. Her mother and her aunt were both very close to Kitty. It would be horrible to tell either of them that she was dead, and she couldn’t face her mother’s questions right now: why was she up so early on a Sunday, hadn’t she already done loads of training this week? She didn’t trust herself to give the right answers. She called Sara.









Four


Westmere, 1956


Kitty Barker sidled into the dining room to take the breakfast orders. It was the first day of a new week and she liked to get a good look at the guests first thing. These days she preferred to have a glance over them before they saw her. She’d changed a lot in the past year; she was taller for a start, and her bust had filled out. She knew her figure looked good and was fine with it being noticed by the fellows she fancied herself, but a few of the dads this season had made a point of insisting on a cuddle or a kiss to welcome them back. It was getting embarrassing and their wives looked daggers at her too. As if it was her fault their old man couldn’t keep his eyes or his hands to himself.


She stood by the sideboard listening to the new guests, their excited exclamations filled with a week’s worth of hope.


‘Those seagulls don’t half make a racket.’


‘The music from the merry-go-round on the pier is lovely, isn’t it? I was just dozing off and caught a bit of it on the wind.’


‘Ooh, the sea breezes were strong last night.’


‘I do like a proper seaside, all the bustle.’


‘It’s how you know you’re on holiday, isn’t it?’


‘That and the kids screaming blue murder for another stick of rock.’


And they would laugh and dip a triangle of bread and marge into a runny yolk, crunch a crisp rind of bacon, pour another cup of milky tea and plan days of pebbles and sand and candyfloss, slow afternoons and long nights, and Kitty would wish herself anywhere but Westmere. Preferably London. Uptown, downtown. She knew all about Soho: frothy coffee and cocktails with sweet cherries, smart lads on scooters with girls who jumped on the back and rode off with good-looking boys, hair flying out behind, cheek nestled into the back of his neck, aftershave and Brylcreem and change.


Danny Nelson was change on a stick. He was a bit flash for a start; his people were a step or two up from the Barkers and their Westmere Views guest house. Danny’s mum had been Emma Sutcliffe; her family were the closest Eastmere had to gentry, with a couple of dirty great farms stretching right across the coastal tip of the county. His dad was Charlie Nelson, a builder and big man on the council. The Nelson family business had come into its own after the war, rebuilding the damage and laying foundations for the hope they’d been promised during those long, dark years.


Danny, born in 1932 and bright enough to get into the grammar, had surprised his mates when he left school at sixteen and went to work for his dad, studying for his draughtsman’s, plumbing and electrical papers at the Mechanics Institute in the evenings. On his twenty-first birthday, Charlie Nelson handed him the key of the door – to the works office. Danny was running two teams of men within a year and the whole of the Westmere side by the time he was twenty-four. Even that was not enough; he had bigger dreams and needed extra cash for his plans, which was why he took on the Lullaby Beach job when his dad made the hush-hush deal with Mr Barker, letting the Barkers buy the land outright courtesy of a useful legal loophole and a large backhander.


For the whole summer of 1956, when Pat Boone and Doris Day were vying for the attention of all clean-cut kids, Danny Nelson spent his Sundays remodelling the old hut right at the end of the bay. A grubby, nicotine-stained room papered with pin-ups brittle with age, next to an old toilet with a urine-soaked floor and cracked washbasin, slowly but surely became a perfect holiday cabin with a kitchenette in the front room, a small comfortable bedroom in the back and a lovely little bathroom with a modern boxed-in bath. Westmere Views guest house would offer Lullaby Beach as the perfect getaway for honeymooning couples and anyone for whom the noise of the pier and the front was just too much.


Kitty was drawn by Danny’s dirty-blond hair and his knowing smile. She was drawn by how it felt to have him look at her. Kitty knew she looked good; those annoying guest-house dads made it only too obvious. She was tall, with fine, shapely legs, dark-haired, her eyes ringed with long dark lashes. Jane Russell to Marilyn Monroe. As it turned out, Danny Nelson preferred brunettes.


‘Sweet sixteen and … ?’ he said, half questioning, half expecting, when she brought him a thermos of hot sweet tea and a slice of her brother’s birthday cake, a slice she’d refused to eat herself, cinching in the narrow belt on her deep blue dress one more notch.


‘I’m seventeen, actually, and never you mind,’ Kitty replied, leaning back against the big rock wall that separated Lullaby Beach from the wild field and the marshes beyond. She was well aware of her stance, with one foot up behind, one firmly on the ground, her neck held long, head tipped back, nipped waist and everything else just right; she knew how good she looked.


‘Seventeen going on twenty-five,’ Kitty’s mother had said, her mouth pursed, coral-pink lipstick cracking into the lines above her upper lip, vertical etching to match the horizontal grooves on her forehead. All her mother did when she spoke like that was make Kitty even happier that she was young and smooth and her Rimmel Ravishing Red stayed exactly where she wanted.


‘Seventeen and not too old to go over my knee, young lady,’ her father added, shaking his head, leaving his wife and daughter to it, out of his league with this stuff, women’s matters.


‘Seventeen and old enough to know better than knocking about with a bloke like Danny Nelson. It’ll get you a reputation, and me,’ her brother Geoff complained, happy in Westmere, happy with his lot, no idea why she was not happy with hers.


Nothing they said deterred Kitty. Westmere was just noise. The same noise, day after day, year after year, seagulls and the waltzer and the merry-go-round and crying children, laughing visitors, endless smashing waves. Danny Nelson was a very different sound.


Kitty left school as soon as she could and took a job in Woolworths six days a week. She did an extra shift in the Sea Shore Café on Wednesday afternoons when the shops were closed and every second Saturday evening, making sure to keep the alternate Saturday nights free for Danny. She would rush in from work, race up the stairs and be back down again in the time it took to throw off her work clothes and pull on a blouse and skirt – both far too tight in her parents’ opinion. She’d tease up her hair and put on her lipstick in the front-room mirror and be off. She was earning her keep, paying her own way, so there wasn’t much either of her parents could say, but they looked at each other as the front door slammed and they heard her laugh ring out along the street. They were not happy.


Kitty was very happy. Danny made her happy. He was tall for a start. Kitty was tall herself, and getting boys to dance with her had been the bane of her life, dozy Westmere lads at school who were as short-sighted about their ambitions as they were about her height. Not Danny; he was big enough to stand right up to, in heels, and he was man enough to hold her tight and make her feel good being held. He had big dreams too.


Like most of the middle-aged men, her dad had been in the war and he’d seen Berlin, Cologne, Dresden, seen the mess of them right at the end when they came through on their way home. He came back and all he had to say about those years of fighting was what a waste it had been and how the damn Yanks could have the glory if that was what they wanted. All he was after was a quiet life and some peace.


Danny, however, had loved his National Service, told Kitty it had opened his eyes, not just to the problems of the world but to the possibilities. Basic training wasn’t much fun, kowtowing to the bosses wasn’t his usual style, but he bit the bullet and got through it, did damn well in drill and physical training too. He loved the long runs, even with a heavy pack of gear on his back and the odd lazy comrade to chivvy along; he came into his own in the physical side of things. It was true they’d had a tricky time in Malaya, but then he and his mates were sent to Germany, change of pace, change of scene and all the more welcome for it. After they were demobbed Danny reckoned he had a taste for new places. He went back to the continent, to Paris, Rome, even spent a bit of time in Spain. When he came home for good, it was with the intention of making a go of it in his father’s building firm, but not in Westmere if he could help it.


They had been seeing each other for almost four months when Danny first mentioned London. ‘I reckon you’d like it, Kit, Soho. I think you’d fit right in.’


Kitty loved that he called her Kit; it made her feel impossibly sophisticated and just the right amount of wild, like Audrey Hepburn in Roman Holiday.


She cocked her head to one side and blew out her cigarette smoke slowly, the way Danny had taught her. ‘Why d’you say that?’


‘Ah, Soho’s great. Loads of girls like you.’


She play-frowned and looked at him from beneath her lashes. ‘You mean I’m not special?’


‘One in a million,’ he said, leaning his arm round her shoulder and kissing her on the forehead. ‘I mean they’re girls with verve, style. Soho’s full of young lasses from all over England. They’ve come down from factories in Manchester and farms in Northumberland and they’re keen on a good time.’


‘They must have jobs. It can’t all be a good time?’


‘Damn sight more choice than there is round here, I can tell you that. Office work, clerking, typists are in huge demand. Mate of mine, his girl is what they call a mannequin.’


‘Like a dummy in the tailor’s window?’


‘Yeah, but live. My mate said they’re daft as a brush, the posh bints, and the fashion houses know it, so they get a girl like you, tall, nice figure … ’ He broke off to hold Kitty at arm’s length, looking her up and down.


‘What’s that for?’ she asked.


‘Very nice figure,’ he said, adding a whistle for good measure as he put his heavy arm across her shoulder again and pulled her closer.


Kitty loved the weight of his arm around her, loved how it made her feel wanted, welcome at his side.


‘D’you think I could get a job like that?’ she asked.


‘You’re wasted down here, girl. We all are.’


They were in a coffee house on the front. Westmere was popular, but not in the off season. It was just shy of six o’clock and they were the last people in the room; the waitress had been looking daggers at them for the past half-hour. They’d go on to the pub soon and see people they both knew, drink the same drinks they had every time they went out, go to the pictures and see something they’d seen last week because the cinema manager said there was no point in changing the films more than once a fortnight in winter.


Something about tonight was different, though. Kitty had felt it since Danny first grabbed her in the high street and kissed her, smack bang in the middle of the market stallholders closing up. Danny didn’t sound as if he was talking about maybes and possibilities; it sounded as if he was making a proposition.


She found her words were coming slowly, worried she was being presumptuous, worried she had him wrong. ‘Are you asking … I mean … ’


‘I’d like to take you up to London, Kit. I want you as my girl, in the city.’


‘Come to London? With you?’


He smiled, a grin as wide as his face. ‘I’ve got plans and I’m going to need a clever girl with me. You’re smart as a whip and bloody gorgeous – you’ll do me. What do you say?’


He wasn’t offering the engagement ring that might make going to London bearable in her parents’ eyes, and Kitty well knew that her mates thought she was daft getting in with Danny Nelson, but she had plans of her own. If Danny could help her get out of Westmere, then he’d do, engagement ring or no.


‘All right, Danny. I’ll come up to London with you.’









Five


Westmere, May


‘It’s Kitty.’ Lucy’s voice was calm, ordinary, but Sara heard something in it, a kind of catch. Her niece sounded much younger than usual. She sounded her age.


Sara spoke carefully. ‘Lucy, are you with her? Is Kitty there?’


‘Yes. No. I’m on the deck.’


‘Is she sick? Is she breathing?’


Lucy suddenly sounded very far off. ‘She’s been sick. There’s vomit, beside her. On her face. It’s dry. She’s on the bed. She’s cold. It’s cold, Sara.’


Sara felt a twist low in her belly. ‘Lucy,’ she said slowly, ‘is Kitty dead?’


‘Yes, I think. I mean … I don’t know. Yes.’


Sara pictured her seventeen-year-old niece seeing Kitty, feeling her cold. ‘I’ll be there in an hour and a half, two at the most. Is your mum there? What did she say?’


‘I didn’t call her yet. I wanted … I wanted to tell you.’


Sara’s heart sank. This was no time for her to have to deal with Beth’s jealousy, yet again, that Lucy had turned to her instead of her mother.


‘Call your mum, tell her I’m on my way.’


‘They’ve gone to see Mary, Dad’s sister. They’re coming back this afternoon. Etta’s with them.’


‘OK, I’ll call her. And I’ll probably get there before she does anyway. Then we can sort it out.’


‘Sara … ’ Lucy’s tone was small again, scared.


‘Yes?’


‘There’s a load of stuff – pill packets and bottles, on her bedside table and on the bed. They’re all empty. And a whisky bottle too. The glass – it’s still in her hand.’


‘Sweetheart,’ Sara said, understanding, her heart breaking for her niece, anger with Kitty already flaring. ‘I’m so sorry you saw that. I’ll be there soon. Promise. Leave it all as it is, lock up and go home.’


‘Shouldn’t we call someone? The police or an ambulance?’


‘Shit, yes, we should. I’ll do it, you go home, OK?’


‘Do I just … do I just leave her?’


‘I think so. I mean, I don’t know, but … ’ Sara thought for a moment. ‘Lucy, I’m sorry, I think you might have to stay there so they can get in. And they’ll probably have questions for you, about finding her. I’m sorry. If you felt OK to go inside, you could make some sweet tea?’


Lucy smiled and then managed to say, ‘I think they only do that in films, Sara. And anyway, if it’s not laced with whisky, I’m not having it.’


It was Kitty’s phrase about every cup of tea she was ever offered, and they both half laughed, half sobbed.


‘If she were in our place,’ Sara said before hanging up, ‘I doubt she’d have bothered with the tea.’


Sara called Beth as she made her way down to her car, leaving a clumsy message and assuring her sister she would get there soon to make sure Lucy wasn’t alone. Then she called the local police. They said they’d send an ambulance crew to the hut, to make sure. She didn’t think Lucy would have got it wrong, but they insisted. Her heart sank as she realised that would mean big boots and mess, strangers clattering about Kitty’s precious home. Her heart sank further when she told herself that Kitty would never know it was happening.


An hour later she was making her way out of east London and into motorway traffic. Once she was safely ensconced in the fast lane, edging ninety and on her way, she let out a long, pained roar. It surprised her with its vehemence. She concentrated on the road. She thought anger was probably safer for the drive than tears, and she was certainly angry. Kitty had been a nurse for decades; she must have known what she was doing, that it would work. She must also have known that one of them would find her.


When she arrived and parked, she called Lucy. Beth and Tim were still an hour or so away. She walked along the narrow path down to Lullaby Beach, a path she knew intimately in all seasons, all weathers. She prepared herself to face an empty hut. A home devoid of Kitty.


She could see Lucy down on the beach, at the waterline. She was glad, wanting a moment to herself anyway. She had her own set of keys in her hand and was about to go inside when she heard a shout and two paramedics came running down the path.


‘Wait!’


She stopped and let them catch up with her.


‘Sara Barker?’ the young man asked.


‘Yes,’ Sara answered. ‘I thought you’d have been here before now – the police said … ’


‘Sorry.’ The woman with him nodded, ‘There was an emergency, another fire, no one hurt but we had to go there first. We’re the only team in both towns now and, well, you know … ’ Her words petered out, she didn’t need to say it. An old woman, a suspected suicide; living people were more important.


‘If you unlock the door, we’ll go in and just make sure she’s … ’


‘Dead.’


‘Yes.’


Kitty was definitely dead. They let Sara go into her bedroom to take a look but made her promise not to touch anything until the police arrived.


‘It’s pretty obvious, but you know … ’ the young man said.


Sara didn’t know, but she had been picturing it since Lucy’s phone call. The bottle of whisky, the blister packs empty of pills, Kitty laid out on her bed, one hand resting on her chest, the other stretched out, still holding the glass. She stood at the door to Kitty’s bedroom and thought how staged it looked, how unreal.


When the police arrived a few minutes later, Sara confirmed that this was Kitty Barker’s home and that the woman lying on the bed was Kitty Barker. She confirmed that she and her sister were the only other key holders. The policewoman told her they would need to take Kitty’s body and no one would be allowed into the hut until they said otherwise.


Despite their assuring her it wasn’t ideal to watch, Sara asked to stay at the door as the two paramedics picked up Kitty’s body and manhandled her into the body bag. Sara took after Kitty in looks; they were the same height, and even as Kitty aged, she’d still been tall, but the bag seemed surprisingly small and the sound as it was closed was brief, zipping up a life. They took her away and the policewoman escorted Sara outside and watched as she locked the front door. Then Sara handed over the keys so the police could come back for whatever else needed to be done, whatever else mattered less than the latest arson in town.


When they were all gone, she walked down to the water. She joined Lucy and held her as she cried. When Beth and Tim arrived and Lucy was safely with her parents, Sara did the only thing that made sense to her: she took off her trainers, her jeans and T-shirt, wading into the water in her bra and knickers. She swam out without looking back.


Kitty was dead.


Sara swam into the tide as fast and as far as she could, and when the orange buoy came into view, she slowed her strokes, finally coming to a rest. She lay on her back, toes splashing out of the water, arms moving slowly at her sides, bobbing with the uneven rhythm of the sea, and looked back to the shore. Much of the seafront was boarded up, massive hoardings signalling the development that would run the length of the front, from the main beach where the old amusements used to be right down to the smaller bay where Lullaby Beach stood out from the derelict and abandoned original double row of huts.


When Kitty was a girl, the huts were loved, the seafront busy and noisy with children running in and out, mums and dads enjoying pints of cockles and winkles, nanas sitting on the deck knitting up a storm for the next generation. Kitty’s hut was right at the end, where the bay turned into marshland, and the council had held it back when they sold the others in the 1930s, keeping it for the workers to brew up their tea during long days shovelling up pebbles and stones with great flat spades, shoring up the groynes. It was a good shelter on rainy days and the men named it Lullaby Beach.


The name stuck, even when Kitty’s father did a deal with Councillor Nelson. ‘Paid the crafty beggar well over the odds to get the place and all.’ He was happy enough when the work was done. Lullaby Beach had running water, a bedroom with built-in cupboards and a serviceable little bathroom; it was useful when they ran out of rooms at the guest house, and Kitty eventually made it her home.


In the seventies and eighties, when Eastmere, the bigger town three miles to the east, was on the rise, with a new port for container ships and a lovely little marina with restaurants and bars, Westmere was left to crumble. Eventually only the handful of huts closest to the town centre stayed in use; those in Kitty’s bay were left empty for years on end. Once the marshland was declared an area of natural interest, the council were even less keen to spend money on the end of the bay. To them and to the developers, Kitty’s hut was an eyesore that stood in the way of progress and a beautiful new eco-friendly car park to welcome green tourists.


Kitty kept turning their offers down, and in turn, they made it harder for her to stay. The last three springs she had stood on her deck for half the night in the full moon, her heart in her mouth and hoping for the best. Every year as she watched the tide threaten her home, she worked out again how much it would cost to pay someone to come in and raise it on two more cinder blocks, a foot higher for a peaceful night’s sleep. Then the tides ebbed and her carefully allocated nurse’s pension would only stretch so far anyway, and the hope of certain safety receded to a whisper.


Sara floated on her back, looking inland to the hill that rose up behind Westmere beach, right along to the row of tired old houses on Marine Parade above the front. At the very end of the tall, curving line was the house she had grown up in, the guest house that had been in their family for decades. First run by Kitty’s parents, when they died her brother Geoff took it on and then he left it to his son, Sara’s father. Sara’s parents had struggled to make a living from the place, and when her mother first became ill with the cancer that killed her, they converted the upstairs into two flats, hoping that renting property would be less daily work than keeping an empty guest house. Now Beth and Tim and their daughters lived in the ground-floor flat and rented out the two flats above – when they could find anyone wanting to live there.


Tim had welcomed the regeneration at first, glad of the work, but already it was going wrong. More holiday homes for rich out-of-towners wouldn’t make any difference to the schools or the shops or the future of Westmere, or to the zero-hours contract jobs that Tim had in construction and Beth in catering.


Kitty was dead.


Sara let her head fall back, felt the water slip over her hairline, into her ears, over her eyes, mingling with her tears. Kitty had been the go-to for her joys and sadness since her mother’s first illness. Later she’d been there for broken-heart stories and worse. She’d been there for Sara when the dark nights and darker days descended and there was no reason not to let the waves of depression pull her under, no reason to fight off the feelings of uselessness and foolishness. If she didn’t hear from Sara at least once a week, she would call. Sara kept a landline purely for the one person she knew would ring and ring until she answered; she kept it because Kitty had once been her lifeline. She couldn’t count the times Kitty had told her she was dafter than a brush and twice as dense. It was a brusque love delivered with a good whisky and a hot scone if she was lucky, but it was love all the same.


Now Sara was swimming out from Lullaby Beach and no one stood on the deck to watch her, no one waited for her to come back to the hut shivering from cold and exhilaration. Sara was so used to Kitty watching out for her, shining her back to herself, that losing her was like losing her reflection. Kitty was not just dead, she was suicide dead. Certain dead, killed-herself dead, did-it-the-right-way dead. Sara’s tears were as much anger as they were sadness. She was utterly bereft and she was furious that Kitty had done this and not said goodbye. Kitty had refused to let Sara hide for more than a week at a time, and now she had chosen to take herself away for ever. No note, no explanation, nothing. Kitty had gone and taken the lifeline with her.









Six


Westmere, May


Beth finished putting away the dishes, crying again. The day had been long, exhausting and horrible since the call from Sara. They had rushed back to Westmere, raced down to the hut, drawn up sharp at the police tape across the door and the sudden, awful knowledge she had been trying not to take in. Kitty was dead. Kitty had killed herself.


She and Sara had gone through the motions, answered questions, sipped and put aside countless cups of tea. They got through dinner, dealt with Lucy and Etta’s shock and questions, but now Beth was ready to collapse. Sara was in the empty middle flat upstairs, making phone calls for work. A freelancer looking after social media for more than half a dozen different charities, there was only so much she could leave unattended. Etta was on her way to bed, and all Beth wanted to do was sit on the sofa with Tim and have a good cry, but Tim had gone to sort out a job with some mates so he could have time off later for the funeral and wouldn’t be back for a while.


At least Lucy had been helpful and stayed in to keep her little sister company. Ten years younger, Etta had been Lucy’s baby doll in many ways, but recently their relationship had soured, Lucy had turned very grown-up all of a sudden and pushed Etta away all too often. The shock of losing Kitty seemed to have undone some of the teenage surliness she’d adopted since the end of last year, and Beth was grateful for a respite from slammed doors and moody glares, however long it lasted. She felt the tears rise up again, almost like a wave of nausea, and squashed them down; she had to hold it together until Etta was asleep. She shook her head, almost hearing Kitty telling her to step up.
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