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Prologue


Then


Run. Turn around. Run away. Stop this craziness. She could turn back. Back to her parents. They need never know. She looks up and sees the slick of his dark hair settling on his wide shoulders. He is walking quickly but nonchalantly. How does he manage it? She keeps tripping and slithering. I don’t want to look a fool. She must be grown up in front of him, a lot more than her seventeen years and ten months. Otherwise, otherwise, well the otherwise is so unthinkable, she squashes the attempt of her mind to bring it to her attention.


It is dusk and getting darker. They avoid the circles of yellow light thrown down by the street lamps. It is cold. It has been raining all day – the droplets like a beaded curtain she is continuously trying to push through. She slips again. She halts. She is panting as if she has just run the last couple of kilometres. There is a stitch beginning to ache in her side. As she tries to slow her breathing, she hears a vehicle, a van perhaps. It is going fast. The tyres squeal, taking a corner at speed. Are they coming for us? They must be coming for us.


She heaves herself forward. He is some metres in front of her now. She wants to shout out to him to slow down. But he had said not to communicate. If they are not seen communicating, they can deny all knowledge of each other. They are out for a stroll. Separately. Why through an industrial estate in the rain would be a question they’d have to face. Separately. And come up with an answer. Separately.


She quickens her pace and follows him around the corner. She can see his car hidden in the shadows. There is a young man and a young woman, jeans and denim jackets intertwined as they lean against the side of the vehicle. They are the passengers. They look up as he approaches, but do not unwrap themselves from each other. They nod and swap muffled greetings.


All is quiet in front of her. Inside, her lungs and heart are pumping like parts of a steam engine, overcompensating for her exertion. She stops again to collect herself. She wants to walk up to them as cool as they are. The change in their faces and body language – from nonchalant to stricken and rigid – comes before she hears the footsteps and voice behind her.


She turns. He is as startled to see her as she is to see him. What is he doing here? In that uniform? Her brain cannot compute. Luckily, or perhaps unluckily, surprise appears to have befuddled his brain too. All he can do for a moment is repeat her name. He backs away as well, as if attempting to withdraw from the situation.


She shoves her right hand into her pocket – it hits metal. Her fingers grip the smooth curve of it. She pulls it out. Merely to frighten him off, make him run away. Leave. Her hand shakes, the other comes to steady it. His mouth falls open. He doesn’t move. He is frozen. In that moment it is as if her hearing has regained its acuity and then some. She hears the flap of a piece of paper as it is caught against the base of the street lamp. She hears a scratching of tiny claws on tarmac. Then she hears the van. The rest of his squad come to find him. Suddenly there is a detonation of sound in front of her. The retort cracks at her wrist and batters up through her elbow to her shoulder. She drops the gun. It has become a roasting iron.


There is a scream and shouting behind her. Her arm is grabbed and she is flung round. ‘Let’s get the fuck outta here,’ he says, his moustache a limp dark worm against the chalk of his face.









Chapter 1


Now, 2013


When the call comes through, Donna has been in Scarborough for twenty-four hours and on duty for five. DS Harrie Shilling has been introducing her to the different floors of the police station and some of the staff who work there. Now, the DS cuts the phone connection and looks Donna up and down, her gaze resting on Donna’s shoes, a pair of robust brogues. They obviously pass muster. Harrie gives a curt nod. ‘We’ve a male found dead in Raincliffe. You’re coming with me.’


As they leave the building, Shilling says, ‘You might want to keep some decent boots to hand, the countryside around here can get a little rugged.’ She doesn’t add, ‘not like the soft Southern streets you’re used to’. However, it hangs in the air.


Harrie drives to the back of the town and up a steep hill. Turning off at the top she keeps to a gravelly path. Donna notices how focused her DS has become. She is petite compared to Donna, with blonde hair pulled back tight, emphasising her sharp cheekbones which have reddened under the blusher as Shilling stares ahead of her. Donna imagines she is making a mental list of what needs to happen. It is what Donna would be doing, only with the current vagaries of her memory she would need a pen and paper too. She lets her gaze move past Harrie through the driver’s-side window. There is a fine view of toy-sized housing splaying out from the two bays, with the ruined castle keep sentinel on the cliff in between. The sea is navy this afternoon; there is a firm horizon between it and the paler sky. Many have come to Scarborough for views such as this, for the light, for the waters, for the sea. Donna has not. On the whole, she would prefer to be landlocked.


Switching her gaze to out of her own window, she takes in a field of sheep and what she presumes are television masts held by slender metal wires which glimmer in the low-wattage September sun. Then Harrie explains this is GCHQ, Government Communications Headquarters, the government listening station. Donna is surprised. Who’d have thought it, here? She gives it a second glance. It still looks like a gathering of TV antennae.


The track runs out, they park and begin to walk. Soon they are in among the trees – a mix of pine, birch, beech and oak. The path becomes steep. It is claggy from the recent rain. The leaves occasionally float from the branches around them, a confetti of yellow, burgundy and brown. Donna can sense the heatwave brewing. She pauses. She sucks in air. Her mouth is dry. She unzips her coat and pulls at the scarf around her neck as if it might be throttling her. Then she plunges on. Her DS is waiting for her at the outer cordon looking as if she has merely strolled to the corner shop. Donna can feel the dampness in her armpits and around the collar of her shirt. She hopes her face has not gone too beetroot. She suspects Harrie will be checking whether her new (temporary) DC has really passed her fitness test.


The inner cordon is being managed by a tall broad officer, made more bulky by the usual plethora of implements and devices hanging off his regulation fluorescent jacket. Donna remembers how wearing one made her feel corseted as well as safe, though she never expected to feel this pang of nostalgia for it. Shilling introduces her to PC Trevor Trench as: ‘DC Donna Morris, she’s with us for a while, from Kenilworth, during her probationary period.’


For a while. It seems no one is very clear how long she will be here, least of all Donna.


‘Trev,’ says the PC, grasping Donna’s hand in his warm bear-paw, ‘pleased to meet you.’ He is probably around the same age as her, a smidge the wrong side of fifty. He is the first officer Donna has met who hasn’t made her feel ancient. Even Shilling can’t be more than her mid-thirties.


‘Trevor’s a Scarborian through and through,’ says the DS. ‘A fount of local knowledge.’


Trev grins, presumably at the label. When Shilling asks him to bring them up to speed, he does so with slow deliberation. The body had been found by a lassie who had been riding through the woods on her horse, a usual route for her. The lassie turns out to be a woman in her forties. She had noticed a tent just off the path for a couple of weeks, but hadn’t reported anything, believing the woods a better place for the homeless than the town’s streets. ‘As long as they don’t make a mess,’ she had added, and Trev now faithfully conveys. Donna notices Shilling balling her hands into her knee-length puffer-coat pockets and letting her weight move from foot to foot. However, she doesn’t hurry Trev and Trev carries on unhurried. The body is male, Caucasian, aged anywhere from his thirties to his sixties. The CSI are on the way. The area has been secured. He closes his notebook.


‘We’ll take a swift gander any road,’ says Shilling, her tone also betraying the local accent, though lighter than Trench’s. She leads the way along the designated route to the body.


It looks like Elizabeth. For a moment. It is something in the mismatch of ill-fitting clothes and the outstretched emaciated arm. Though she has been informed the victim is male. And she knows where Elizabeth is. Even so, Donna hesitates.


‘You have seen a dead body before, haven’t you?’ asks Harrie.


Donna nods. ‘Of course. But you don’t ever really get used to it, do you?’


Shilling gives an encouraging smile. ‘The boss says when you do is when you should think of doing summit else.’


The boss, the one Donna is waiting to meet, he’s beginning to sound all right.


They approach the body. Donna is aware of sounds beyond her own internal workings. They ease her fluster. She can’t hear any traffic noise. There is the croaky caw of a crow. Donna glances up. Jet mourning beads decorate the tree branches. Then one ruffles its feathers. They are in a clearing. To one side is a huge spreading beech, its smooth bark folded and twisted from ancient pollarding. Beechnuts plop through foliage to the ground. Those already on the ground crunch under her feet. It’s as if the dead man’s fingers are reaching to pick one up. Fern, bracken and brambles form a tangled barrier to where the ground falls away down a steep incline. They also create a green and brown shroud for their victim.


‘What do you think?’ asks Harrie.


Donna takes her time; she wants to show she knows what she is talking about, because she knows she does. ‘Looks like he’s been sleeping rough for some time. There’s signs of drug misuse.’ She indicates the familiar tracks on his arm. She leans slightly forward, swats at a fly which has risen to greet her; the smell is rank. ‘Decomposition, or maybe a fox has made a meal of him. Could mean he’s been here a few days.’ She glances at the collapsed heap of tarpaulin and metal poles at the other side of the clearing. ‘That would have hardly kept him dry and warm. He’s very wasted. Could be he starved, died of hypothermia or an overdose.’


Shilling nods. ‘In which case our only job will be to find out who he is and the next of kin.’


‘Sad,’ says Donna, then wishes she hasn’t. Is it revealing too much emotion? She’s still testing out her new colleagues. She is gratified to have her DS agree with her and add that unfortunately this kind of death is becoming all too usual.


Behind them a pheasant suddenly hurtles itself into the sky with a great flapping of wings and screeching. It has been disturbed by the arrival of the crime scene manager and his team.


‘At least he’ll get a decent tent now,’ says Harrie flatly.


It had been what Donna had been thinking. Her DS turns away and into duty-mode before Donna can be certain this moment of connection has clocked with her.









Chapter 2


Now


Her new house is bland. She is glad of it. Of course, it is not entirely hers. She is renting it. It is all she can afford. Jim won’t finance this ‘mad escapade’ of hers. They have a house, he says, a four-bedroom detached 1930s house with a wraparound garden, which they have both lavished time and money on. It is a revelation to Donna that, on the whole, at this moment, she prefers this bland brick box attached to a line of bland brick boxes in a cul-de-sac, each with their own narrow drive and patch of lawn front and back. It is on the outskirts of town, away from the sea. This too Donna finds comforting.


She boils the kettle for her fruit tea. She had always been a two-cups-of-coffee-in-the-morning-to-get-her-going type of person, but she finds she now treasures rest over everything and fruit tea means better sleep. She is showered. Her cropped brown hair is already dry. She is dressed. Layers – she has found layers work best. A light sleeveless T-shirt under the cotton shirt and cardi. The offices appear to be hermetically sealed, she has to be prepared for heat. Especially as Harrie has said the CID turned incident room can get a little snug. She’s also wearing a skirt. Trousers are more problematic these days. But she has bought some sturdy boots, much like the ones she wore as a PC, and the skirt could manage the roughest terrain. She’s relatively confident she’s kitted for whatever happens.


She sips her brew and eats her porridge topped with raspberries. She realises she is looking forward to the day, relishing the challenges which are to come. She’d always been a relish-er, ever since she – to the consternation of Jim – had become a special constable, when Elizabeth and Christopher had settled into school. More recently she’s noticed having more off days, when fatigue drags her down. But not today, she is determined. She runs through what she expects will happen. They have to get an ID for the man and the pathologist’s report should tell them whether a crime has been committed. It’s a crime whatever, she thinks. A crime a human being ends up like that. Jim wouldn’t agree with her. Some people bring it on themselves, he would argue. He had argued, even when speaking about Elizabeth. She is glad not to have to spend another breakfast countering him – or not, and feeling impotent for not doing so.


She considers leaving her crockery in the sink for washing later. There is no one but herself to please. She cannot do it. She might be back late – she wouldn’t want to have it there waiting for her. Then she goes to the bathroom for one more check. Satisfied she has everything she heads out the door.


As she does, she encounters her neighbour, Rose Short. She’d already been round with home-baked biscuits and a beaming welcome. She lives up, or maybe down, to her surname, is stout and has a long grey plait snaking against her back. She is dressed for the allotment in baggy dungarees and wellies. There is something of the hippy about Rose. In their first and only conversation she’d told Donna she is a member of the Green Party and had been at Greenham. She had tried not to look disappointed when Donna had said she wasn’t political. ‘Not possible,’ Rose had said. ‘Everything we do is political.’ Donna hadn’t felt strong enough to defy Rose and had quickly nodded. However, for good measure, she had added it was because of her job with the police force. ‘We’re not allowed to show political allegiance.’ Interestingly, Rose had seemed mildly intrigued that Donna was a police officer, a detective constable, no less. She probably had her down as a bank clerk. Most people do. Rose had also been curious about the faint accent she detected in Donna’s diction. ‘German?’ Rose had responded when told. ‘I would never have guessed.’ ‘I’ve lived here longer than I ever did there,’ Donna had offered as an explanation, pleased how her German inflection mainly goes under the radar when she is speaking English.


Rose now says, ‘There’ll be more raspberries and some apples and potatoes. I’ll leave them in a bag on your back fence.’ The raspberries this morning had been delicious. Donna begins to be effusive in her thanks. Rose waves them away. ‘Maybe, if you’ve time, you can help me turn the soil.’ Donna nods, not entirely sure what she is agreeing to.


She is one of the first to arrive, so she helps set up the room. The desks are positioned around the side. She assists in bringing every available chair to the space in the centre, pointing them towards an interactive board at one end. Then she boils the kettle and sets the coffee machine going. The other officers exchange bits of news about their days off or nights out or sometimes about wives, girlfriends, boyfriends, husbands. Few of them look old enough to have a driving licence to Donna. Then she chides herself, I’m not that old. She gets included in the chat and asked a few questions. She keeps her answers light and guards the real reason for her move north. ‘Your husband must be very tolerant to let you come,’ says one female PC. Let me come? Do young women still ask for permission from their partners?


‘Oh yes he is,’ replies Donna. ‘He recognises how important this is for me.’


Jim is possibly the least tolerant person Donna knows. He had actually forbidden her move to Scarborough. Very rarely does Donna defy her husband. Since joining the police she has got better at it, and this time she really had to hold her ground. She found silence and just getting on with it are the best defences. She has discovered there are imperatives more vital than pleasing Jim.


She sits at the back as the meeting gets underway. DS Shilling is leading it and the DI is standing with her. Theo Akande. The only black officer in Scarborough and one of very few on the North Yorkshire force. His skin is dark mahogany, his hair twisted into cornrows, his eyes conker-brown. He’s wearing a dark suit, his shirt is maroon, as are the frames on his glasses. He listens attentively to Harrie and there appears to be a warm rapport between them, she glancing over for his encouraging nod. If the gossip hadn’t already told her about his sexuality as well, Donna might have suspected something going on between them.


Harrie is summarising what they know so far. It is not a lot. Professor Hari Jayasundera, the pathologist, has not reported; apparently a rough sleeper found dead in a wood is not a priority. Similarly, the forensics are not being fast-tracked. Shilling lets her disapproval seep into her voice. It would have been different when forensics were in-house and not parcelled off to hastily created private companies, Donna thinks her DS might have added. It’s not the staff’s fault, there’s just more money or more prestige in working other cases.


‘The CSI took away several bags from the tent, but so far no ID,’ says Harrie, ‘which means it’s where we start. We’ve got a pretty decent mugshot. Trev, get a team together to go and talk to other rough sleepers around town. There’s a group currently congregating down by the old South Bay Pool huts. Go easy, we want information, not to frighten them off. Plus get up to St Jude’s Community Kitchen and see if our man is known there.


‘Donna, can you begin a Miss Pers search online, please? Also we need to try and pin down a ToD. We all know what our Prof Jayasundera will say, “summit between the last time he was seen alive and when the body was found”.’ She emphasises the Yorkshire accent and there’s a ripple of amusement. ‘So Donna, can you get a formal statement from our horse rider, Lynne Ritchie, concentrating on what she saw and when? Thank you. We still need to do a fingertip of the whole area. I’ll work with Brian on that.’


DC Brian Chesters is sitting to the side of Donna. He is tall and sprightly with large ears. His dark hair is gelled into spikes – when Harrie mentions his name these appear to lift a little, like a peacock’s tail. The youngsters get to go out into the field. Donna doesn’t know whether she should feel slighted. She’s been given tasks of her own; this shows trust.


‘Anything else?’ Shilling looks first at her DI and then out into the room. The officers are already shifting around ready to move.


Donna finds her voice. She begins tentatively, ‘Um, I was just thinking, is it significant that he was found so close to the GCHQ complex?’


‘It’s a fair point,’ says Theo.


Donna glows, perhaps a little too much.


Shilling nods. ‘He didn’t look like a GCHQ employee, but looks can be deceiving. As part of your search, see if you can speak to someone up there, get the photo over to them. Someone might have seen him, even if he wasn’t one of theirs. OK people, let’s go.’


The small room erupts into noise and movement. Donna feels like a small boat in a harbour of rough water. Then she realises DI Akande is in front of her and addressing her. He’s apologising for not being around to greet her yesterday, asking would she care to come and see him now.


The DI’s office is up some stairs and down a corridor. It has a square window framing the roofs of houses in the street at the back of the station. There are the usual functional chairs and a desk with a computer on it. There is a filing cabinet in the corner. It is all very ordered. The walls are painted a minty colour and there is a bold abstract on the one the occupant of the desk would mostly see. DI Akande indicates Donna should sit in the chair he has placed by the desk, then he busies himself with the kettle to produce a camomile tea for both of them. Once he has these he sits. He leans forwards, elbows on the desk and smiles. ‘How are you settling in? Must have been a bit disquieting to have a case like this on your first day?’


Donna smiles. It is difficult not to. ‘I’m fine, sir. DS Shilling has been very welcoming and supportive. They all have. It’ll be good to be doing work which could lead us to knowing who that poor man is and hopefully finding his loved ones.’


‘Call me Theo, unless we’re interviewing or the formality of the situation demands otherwise. I think Kenilworth is about half the size of Scarborough, and Scarborough has higher indices for all the issues associated with deprivation.’


‘I did get rotations to Leamington Spa.’ Donna does not want him thinking she has not got the required grit.


‘Scarborough was a spa town too, you know, over a hundred years ago. It has one of those chequered histories. Its booming years were up to the 1970s when package holidays came into their own. But they say there might be something of a renaissance now with creatives moving in. I grew up in Birmingham and worked in Manchester, so coming here took some getting used to. Partly it’s the small-town mentality. But it’s also the sea. When half your patch is the sea, it changes your outlook.’


He sounds enthused. It’s only then Donna notices his slight Brummy accent. Or at least she assumes that’s what it is – she’s never been good with accents. She doesn’t think she can match his eagerness. ‘Yes.’


He sips his drink. ‘I love the walking and the cycling around here. There’s some who swim in the sea, all the year round.’


‘Are there?’ She shivers inside.


It must have shown as he laughs briefly. ‘Yes, I imagine it’s cold. Prefer warmer water myself. The Balearics or the Canaries.’


Donna nods. Jim had never taken to foreign travel. She had enjoyed their one trip to Florence and Rome, despite the hours on the coach.


There’s a slight pause before the DI goes on, as if he is choosing his words carefully. ‘Obviously, I am aware why you chose Scarborough for part of your probationary time as a DC. Your daughter.’


She moves her head forwards and backwards a bit too manically, says quietly, ‘Elizabeth.’


‘Elizabeth,’ he repeats gently. ‘As far as we can see there is no conflict of interest currently, but we would expect you to be hypervigilant in case one should arise. As I said, this is a small town.’


‘She’s not in the town.’ Donna struggles to get her voice above a whisper. ‘But, yes, I see there could be a problem if people she associates with … Well, if there is, I will come straight to you.’


Another pause. ‘It must be very tough for you. It must have been very tough for you for a long time.’


Donna feels tearful and then stupid for feeling tearful. She tries to force her tone to be more assured. ‘It’s not what you expect, what I expected would happen. But there, it did. And I want, I want …’ What does she want? For it all to be different. For things which have occurred not to have occurred. To have a happy, functioning family again. Again? Was it ever? ‘I want to be here to support her.’


‘Yes, I understand.’


Do you? She feels the roar entering her throat never to escape: Do you really understand? You handsome, successful, sorted man. You can’t possibly understand. Donna feels shabby. She remembers the man in the wood. Suddenly she feels more akin to him.


Theo drains his cup. ‘Well, if there is anything you want to discuss, my door is always open.’ He stands.


Donna can’t finish her cooling tea, she would choke. She wonders whether she should take the mug with her to wash. She stands with it still in her hand.


‘Just leave the mug there,’ says Theo, kindly. ‘I’ll deal with it.’


She nods. It rattles as she puts it down.


‘Perhaps take a walk to the sea,’ says Theo. ‘Ask someone to go with you. I always find it very reviving.’


‘Thanks,’ she says softly as she leaves.









Chapter 3


Then, thirty-six years ago


It is Erika Neuhausen’s fifteenth birthday. It is early in the spring, but they have come to the summerhouse on Grosser Müggelsee to celebrate. The house belongs to the Party. It is far older than the Party. It was built in the late nineteenth century, with generous bay windows and wood panelling on the ground floor. On the upper two floors capacious bedrooms have been converted into dorms with bunkbeds. Even so, there is something of its former elegance which remains – elegance and decadence. Decadence the Party has always raged against. A contradiction Erika has only just begun to consider.


Former occupants would no doubt be horrified at the decline of the place. The wood around windows and in the porch is in dire need of repair and paint. The sticks of furniture are mismatched and sagging. The kitchen and bathroom have had anything which isn’t nailed down pinched. The water pipes knock and rumble every time the toilet is flushed or a tap is turned on. The cooker and oven is still the old 1930s version which wheezes every time it is lit and smells slightly of gas. No one is allowed to smoke around it. However, the lawn runs into a sandy beach which borders the wide expanse of green-blue water. The still lake reflects the pale sky and the dark pines which crowd the opposite bank. Despite the slight chill in the air, some of Erika’s birthday guests have already changed into their bathing costumes. They crash into the water fracturing the mirror.


They may be guests at her birthday party, but they are not her friends. They are her parents’ Party colleagues and their children. One now calls to her to come and join them for a swim. Erika lays off chewing at her thumbnail cuticle and stands. She sweeps her long brown hair up into a ponytail held by a band. She has her swimsuit on under her trousers and shirt which she now sheds. Her mother insisted she brought a dress for later, however she doesn’t think she will wear it. She steps into the lake. There is the thrilling moment when the cold stings at her feet. Every autonomic reaction is pushing her to jump back. She holds still. ‘Komm schon,’ ‘Treten Sie uns bei,’ the swimmers shout. Erika moves in deeper, the water stretching its fingers up past her ankles, past her knees to her thighs. Again she stops. She is hyper-ventilating. From her school biology lessons she knows her flight response is going into overdrive. She steadies herself. Slows her breathing. Then quickly, as if to catch herself off guard, she lets herself fall, landing on her back, the lake a frosty cushion. She is rolling, first to her front and then onto her back. Her arms and legs are moving strongly in unison, pulling her forwards. The icy water slithers across the bare skin of her shoulders and under her suit at the slight cleavage being formed by her budding breasts. She is laughing.


There are ball games both in the water and out. Later in the afternoon there is a picnic in what would have been the sitting room. Erika has been persuaded to put on her dress, a white lacy affair she’s had for several years which has recently become tight and short. There is the usual array of sandwiches and bits of battered fruit. The cake, however, is a confection with chocolate and cream. Erika is shocked. All the guests will be aware some of the ingredients must have come from West Berlin. Though if no one points it out then nothing needs to be done. Both her parents make a little speech about how proud they are of their only child. Erika would once have basked in this. Today she squirms. She gets her first taste of a rather sour wine. Everyone else seems to be enjoying it. She makes an effort to drain her glass and then another.


Her head feels groggy and tender, as if a headache is threatening. Everything and everybody is getting too noisy. She wanders outside and then down a path, which leads into some trees as it follows the shore. She wishes her best friend Sofie were with her, but her mother had said no. She had said there would be enough of her friends at the party. Only she doesn’t understand these same children who, under their parents’ watchful eyes, encourage Erika and invite her into their games, but at school make fun of her, especially her accent. Two years since her family’s move from Dresden to Berlin, Erika isn’t able to hide her accent. The accent of a bumpkin; worse, a dolt. Sofie never laughs at Erika. Sofie knows what it is to be an outsider.


Deep in thought, Erika doesn’t hear him coming up behind her. He is merely unexpectedly there. Ralph Lerner. Erika doesn’t really like him. He is too full of himself. He is very blond. He is bigger and older than the other boys. But he is the son of the head of the Party Committee her parents belong to. Erika knows to be polite. As they walk, he says all the right things about how he’s enjoying the day. Erika would like to turn round, go back to the others, however she is feeling marched along. Suddenly Ralph halts. He grabs her by the shoulders and pushes her against a tree. The bark scratches at her spine. His soft full lips ram onto hers, his tongue pokes out and is trying to pry open her mouth. Tongue kissing. She’s heard about it. She tries to turn her head. He whispers something and she realises what he is saying. ‘What about that cake, Erika, where did your mum get those ingredients? You do as I say and I won’t make a report.’


Still she twists away from him. ‘No, no, I don’t want to.’ She doesn’t even know what she is saying no to. She doesn’t like his fleshy lips and tongue. She shoves at him. Then she remembers something Sofie had said once about boys and their sensitive parts. They had giggled then. Now Erika brings her knee up into his crotch. It is harder than she expects as she makes contact. It is enough for him to yelp and leave go. Erika twists away. She loses her footing, lands with a jolt onto her backside. She is sliding down the slope. She tries to grasp hold of roots, grass, the very earth itself – nothing holds and she falls inexorably into the lake.


It is no longer a cushion. It is a freezing multi-limbed creature dragging her down. It grasps at her. It holds her under. She hadn’t had the wherewithal to take a deep breath as she fell. She has no oxygen in her lungs. They are beginning to burn. She wants to open her mouth, to take in air, but she knows, if she does, only murky slimy water will gush into her stomach, into her lungs and she will drown. I don’t want to die. Help me. Help me. All this is inside her head. There is no one to help her, only Ralph, and why should he?









Chapter 4


Now


Donna had known from the beginning the parameters were too wide. They had no age, no ToD, no idea where he had come from. They had no idea how long he had been missing – whether, indeed, anyone considered him missing. Even so, she has given it her best shot and has come up with nothing. She’s tried the police’s own database for missing persons as well as a national charity’s, and then uploaded the photo and a query to both. Then she contacted GCHQ and found someone to email the image to. She is waiting to hear back. Finally, she has set up a meeting with Lynne Ritchie for when she is back from her job in Pickering.


This won’t be until 6 p.m. Donna has an hour and a half before she has to think about leaving. Lunch was a sandwich eaten at the desk. She decides to follow DI Akande’s, Theo’s, suggestion that she get out for a walk. She has no intention of going to the sea, only to find a café still serving. But in this town it’s difficult to avoid the sea. All streets appear to take her there. She ends up on North Bay. Dusk shadows collect on the shore as the sun struggles to maintain its height over the hills to the west. Donna is glad of her coat and scarf, and that she had thought to bring a woollen hat, which she now puts on.


She rests her arms on the rusty railings. The beach is below her, a matt brown slowly being eaten away by the incoming tide. Steely water stretches out to grey clouds amassing on the horizon. The headland between the two bays rises up on her right. On its crest is the tumbled-down castle tower. Its one casement is blank, an eye blinking. A gull swoops down onto the pavement beside her and tilts its head. It has a yellow eye. It has a yellow beak. Its pink feet are as large as side plates. It makes a chittering sound as if engaging Donna in conversation. Then it loses interest and lifts itself effortlessly into the sky. Donna feels lumpen in comparison. She looks down. The sea has nibbled closer and one wave hits the wall below, spitting up an icy gob which catches her on the cheek. Donna steps back. She feels stiff and awkward. She thinks she might slip, then fall through the railings and be consumed by the waves. She knows it is ridiculous, impossible. Yet she quickly turns away.


The café across the road is still open. Donna orders a bowl of soup and sits. The warmth of the place begins to make her feel dizzy. She takes off her outer layers, down to her T-shirt. Still the heat radiates from her. She gulps down some water. The waitress brings over the soup. At first Donna takes tentative sips. Slowly her stomach and throat stop resisting and the furnace which has been lit in her cheeks begins to subside. But there is another feeling to attend to. She has come on again, only two weeks since the last time. The blood is sticky between her legs and there is a slight ache below her guts. She sighs and goes to find the bathroom to clean herself up. At least these days she knows to be constantly prepared. The toilet light gives a yellow tinge to her skin, it emphasises the bruise-like discolouration under her eyes. She feels flabby and exhausted. She remembers vaguely a time when she was relatively contented with her body, occasions when she even felt sassy. She feels a different woman now. A woman she doesn’t know. She returns to her seat and finishes her soup.


To get to her appointment with Lynne Ritchie, Donna has to drive the twisting road which skirts the bottom of Raincliffe Woods. Donna has brought to Scarborough her little ‘runaround’ as Jim puts it. It’s nippy at the corners, but it is really a town car – it wouldn’t cope with bad weather or some of the muddy tracks Donna notices breaking off at intervals. The evening turns the wood into a different place. It seems more densely packed. One half-naked tree stretches its branch into the roadway with accusing fingers. It taps with a loud snap at the roof of Donna’s car. For a moment she is uncertain what the noise is. When she realises, she has to unclench her hands on the steering wheel, unhunch her shoulders and pull her foot back from the accelerator. She thinks about ‘our boy’ living out there for at least a week: the cold, the wet, the darkness. Had he chosen the life? Or had he been driven to it? Relationship breakdown, job loss, addiction. The big three which would have probably brought him to the woods whether by choice or not. She thinks about some of the places Elizabeth ended up, the smell of the soiled mattresses, the mess and the dirt. Would Donna have preferred it if her daughter had chosen a tent in the woods?


‘At the next junction, turn right.’ The satnav’s instructions break through Donna’s musings. She refocuses on her route which takes her along a flat-bottomed valley. The trees disappear and Donna can see the sweep of the green hills to either side. There is the gleam of electric lights in the windows of the scattered buildings along the way. The sky above the rim of the hills is plum, its skin pricked by creamy glow-worms.


If it wasn’t for the satnav, Donna would have missed the turning into a narrow road which crosses a stream and ends in a cluster of houses. Each in their own plot, they are built from the local golden sandstone, though as she gets closer she can see they are not very old. She parks outside one of them and gets out. She hears the champ-champ of a horse in the field opposite. Presumably Lynne Ritchie’s steed.


Lynne’s house is warm, bright and a muddle, with the obvious presence of several teenagers and a man. Lynne leads Donna through to the kitchen at the back, saying it will be the only place they will get any peace. It is a well-proportioned room with slate-grey and chrome cupboards, dark marble worktops and an Aga. Every available space is covered; it looks like possibly one meal has been eaten and another is being prepared. Lynne stirs something on the stove and then sits with a sigh at a small wooden table. She pours some white wine into a large glass and takes a sip. Then, as if remembering her manners, jumps up again. ‘I don’t suppose you can drink that – can I get you something? Coffee, tea, juice?’


‘Water, a glass of water would be fine.’ Donna begins to unlayer herself.


Tap water would have been fine, but Lynne pours some bottled water. She is a tall woman and muscular – Donna assumes from dealing with horses. Lynne has blonde-highlighted hair scooped up into a big grip at the back of her head. Her heavy make-up gives her white skin a tawny palette. She is wearing a smart blouse over shabby slacks – half-in, half-out of her working mode. She’s sitting again and drinks some more wine before saying, ‘It was awful, you know, seeing him like that. I mean I’m used to seeing dead bodies, I was in the hunt before the silly bloody ban, but this, this was a man. It’s different.’ Another sip and the large glass is half gone. Donna wonders whether the whole bottle will go before bedtime. There’s loud thumping as someone goes upstairs and into a room above, then a screech of outrage. Lynne raises her eyes to the ceiling and her eyebrows form a perfect arch. ‘Ignore it. I usually do. Have you found out who he is yet?’


‘We’re still investigating.’ She has her notebook in front of her – writes the date, the names of those present and then she can begin. ‘How often do you take that path through the woods, Ms Ritchie?’


‘Lynne is fine. A couple of times a week, I suppose. I’m in insurance. I work from home on a Monday so I can be more flexible and do a longer ride. I often go that way on a Monday.’


‘Always on your own?’


Lynne shakes her head. She normally goes with a friend and neighbour, but her daughter was sick yesterday. ‘Yesterday? Was it only yesterday? It feels like it was an age ago. I dreamed about him last night.’


Donna makes a note of the woman’s name and contact details; she will speak to her while she is up here if she can. ‘It must have been a dreadful shock.’


Lynne nods, looks genuinely upset.


‘Tell me what happened,’ Donna says gently.


‘I probably wouldn’t have even seen him if Misty hadn’t come to a sudden halt. I’ve been thinking, I bet Misty sensed he was there. Horses are very intuitive, they pick up things. Anyway, I wasn’t really concentrating and I dropped my crop, so I had to jump down and retrieve it. That’s when I saw him. Otherwise I’d have gone straight past, I’m sure, and he’d still be lying there, I suppose,’ she says, sounding a little wan. Then she adds quickly, ‘Oh no, someone would have found him, there’s loads of walkers and dogs going through. Someone would have seen him.’


There’s still plenty of noise off around the house. However, Donna is now more concentrated on the story being unfolded for her. She imagines they will do an appeal for those using Raincliffe to come forward, but she makes a note for herself anyway. ‘You said you’d seen the tent for a while?’


Lynne nods. ‘A week, maybe two. It’s difficult to say. One week melds into another, doesn’t it, at our age?’ She gives a tentative smile.


Donna returns it to be encouraging. She’s not sure she feels up to being bracketed with the fit, vigorous Lynne. ‘Do you think you could pin it down a bit? It is rather important.’


‘Oh well, let me think.’ More wine appears to help her thinking. She goes through her calendar for the previous month and then hits on a Wednesday, twenty days previously. She smiles more widely, as if she has just been told she has passed a test. ‘And we were there the Sunday before that and it wasn’t there. He must have moved in between the Sunday and the Wednesday.’


‘You never spoke to him or approached him?’


Lynne shakes her head. ‘I didn’t see him, only the tent, until, well, until yesterday.’


They had been assuming the tent and the man were connected. Donna now wonders whether this is presumptuous. Forensics should tell them. And what if he’d been dead in the tent for some time and someone had moved the body? Or some animal had? The window for ToD could remain wide. ‘And did you go to him yesterday? Or near or into his tent at any time?’


Lynne closes her eyes as a shudder runs through her. She opens her eyes and says, a tad defiantly, ‘I could see he was dead. I thought it best to get on the phone to call you lot and an ambulance. I couldn’t do anything for him. If I could have I would have.’


Would you? Then she reproves herself. Would she, before she became a special? Before Elizabeth? There is nothing more to be gleaned from Lynne. Donna asks if Lynne could organise for her to speak to her riding friend. Lynne says she’ll give her a call straight away. Then Donna has to ask to use the bathroom. She finds it embarrassing. Lynne doesn’t seem to mind, and she shows her a little cloakroom by the back door. There is no bin. Luckily Donna always carries nappy sacs. By the time she is back in the kitchen, Lynne has arranged for her friend to come round. ‘She’ll be here in a mo. She’s pleased for an excuse to get her bloke to put the kids to bed – they are younger than mine.’ Lynne’s friend arrives soon after and gratefully accepts some wine. She can’t add more to what Lynne has said. She didn’t see the man, only the tent, but thinks the timing is right. When shown the photo, she doesn’t recognise him. ‘Poor sod,’ she says, though Donna doesn’t get the impression there’s much depth of feeling in her tone.


Donna tells them she will type up the statements once she is in the office and then they will be asked to read and sign them. Donna leaves them chatting around the kitchen table. She realises how prickly she feels on the return journey. It is partly physical discomfort. The blood had leaked and, having been over-warm in Lynne’s house, Donna is now very cold. She can feel a headache brewing. It is also partly thinking of Elizabeth and about all the people who stepped over her or stepped round her or didn’t see her at all.


The phone call comes a few minutes after Donna has finished eating her baked beans on toast. She is sitting at her tiny kitchen table in her tiny kitchen staring at the square of night through the tiny window over the sink. She is enjoying the quiet. She is enjoying the thought that there are no expectations on her to be sociable tonight. She picks up the phone automatically without checking the number. ‘Hello.’


‘Hello, Mum.’


The voice immediately sends her back to before, to before it all went horribly wrong and Elizabeth was merely ringing to ask to be picked up from hockey practice. Donna remembers her daughter in her PE kit, already bigger than the other girls, stronger. Her clear pale skin pink from her exertions, she would have mud on her socks and up her stocky legs, and she would smell slightly sweaty as she leaned in for a hug. Her peanut-coloured hair in pigtails. ‘Darling, how wonderful.’ For a moment Donna can’t think what else to say. ‘How are you?’ tumbles out to fill the void. Was my daughter ever in pigtails?


‘How do you think I am?’ The voice changes, is hard-edged, bringing back memories of the after, when nothing was right.


‘I know, Lizzie, it must be awful.’


‘It’s not so bad.’ Elizabeth will find a way of contradicting her mother, whatever she says. ‘Regular meals. Methadone. Some of the girls are all right.’


‘I am glad …’


‘Oh, Mum, of course it’s fucking shit.’ There’s noise in the background. Someone shouts. A door clangs.


Donna recalls prison visits she has made, for statements or to see Elizabeth. It has always been the continual racket which has put her teeth on edge. ‘I’m sorry,’ she mutters.


Elizabeth carries on as if she hasn’t heard. Perhaps she hasn’t. Her tone is ferocious. ‘You left him then? Dad? At fucking last.’


‘I haven’t left him, I’m doing my probationary year here, to be close to you.’


‘Don’t know why you bothered.’


‘I want to support you, Lizzie.’ Donna feels herself straining. Straining to find the correct words. Straining to keep herself from crying. Straining to reach down the phone and hug her daughter close.


‘Waste of time, Mum. I’m not worth it. Fucking piece of shit.’


‘Don’t say that about yourself, Lizzie. You are worth it. You are worth so much …’ She runs dry of expressions. She loses conviction. She has said all this before.


‘Whatever. Look, I can’t stay on long, they count your minutes when you are a violent offender …’


‘Don’t …’ Donna says quietly, too quietly to be heard by Elizabeth.


‘I’ve put you on the visitor list. You can come if you like. You can book online. But I guess you can come whenever you want, being in the police.’


‘I’ll come, of course I will. When?’


‘Whenever suits you. I’m not going anywhere, am I? Bye.’


And she breaks the connection. Elizabeth was always a bit like that. Even as a child, once she’d finished something, she wanted to be up and on to the next thing. Donna slowly puts down her phone and buries her face in her hands. Tears don’t come. She’s run dry. After a while she gets up and washes her crockery and saucepan. She goes to bed, thinking she will sleep. She is exhausted.


She does sleep for an hour or so and then she is wide awake, a headache chiselling at her right temple. She curses herself for not noting the warning signs and taking pain-killers earlier. She crawls out of bed and dresses in jogging bottoms and sweatshirt. She takes her pills, two more than advised on the packet, uses the bathroom to clean off the blood again. Then she goes to the kitchen to make a cup of tea.


Rose had left her a bag of goodies as promised. Donna takes out the apples. They are slightly bruised. Donna nibbles into one. They are very tart. She begins to collect from the cupboards what she will need for apple cake. She stews the apples with a bit of cinnamon and then begins combining the sugar and flour with margarine and then egg. She can almost imagine a littler Elizabeth standing beside her on a footstool. She’s mixing enthusiastically. Cocoa powder is rising into the air and then falling onto her apron and her sturdy feet in their silver-coloured sandals. She is singing along to the radio. They both are. Some daft 1960s number. They are both as tuneless as each other. ‘Do you remember this song, Mum, when it first came out?’


‘I’m not that old, I was only a baby then.’


‘Anyway, they didn’t have much pop in West Berlin, did they, Mum? You were crap at that quiz Stell’s mum organised, you didn’t know nothing.’


‘I didn’t know anything. Of course we listened to pop when we were growing up, it was just different, that’s all. And don’t use the word crap.’


‘Well, you were.’ Elizabeth has brought the wooden spoon full of cake mix near her mouth. She is watching to see if she will be told don’t. Her quirky smile is so endearing, Donna doesn’t have the heart. Elizabeth takes a big mouthful and beams. ‘You were crap.’


Now under the bright light of the kitchen at 1 a.m. in the morning, Donna takes the apples off the stove and pours the puree into the bottom of a tin. Her hands shake, she can taste salt as she licks her lips. She drops the pan into the sink and it clangs satisfyingly. She stands leaning on the kitchen table, dry sobs raking at her throat. I must have been more than crap, Lizzie. I’m so, so sorry I didn’t do enough to save you.
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