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Praise for Peter James


‘A well-paced thriller that delivers maximum emotional torture’


Chicago Tribune


‘Grippingly intriguing from start to finish’


James Herbert


‘Too many horror stories go over the top into fantasy land, but Dreamer is set in the recognisable world … I guarantee you more than a frisson of fear’


Daily Express


‘A thought-provoking menacer that’s completely technological and genuinely frightening about the power of future communications’


Time Out


‘This compulsive story is a tale of the search for immortality … I cannot remember when I last read a novel I enjoyed so much’


Sunday Telegraph


‘Gripping … plotting is ingenious … in its evocation of how a glossy cocoon of wordly success can be unravelled by one bad decision it reminds me of Tom Wolfe’s Bonfire of the Vanities’


The Times


‘Peter James, Britain’s closest equivalent to Stephen King’


Sunday Times


‘The suspense holds on every page, right to the end …’
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To Joe and Lilly




Chapter One


Tuesday, 16 October 1990


The first hint came less than an hour after the funeral cortège left the small cemetery behind the church. Three muffled thuds from the partially filled-in grave. It was the verger who heard them, although one of the pall-bearers would admit later that he thought something had moved inside the coffin, but had not wanted to make a fool of himself by saying so.


The verger was a widower, sixty-seven years old, a diligent and not impressionable man who carried his private grief in the slack of his face and sometimes envied the dead in their graves. On that particular afternoon he came through the rear gate, as he always did, and hurried down the brick path through the cemetery, anxious to prepare the church for the following morning’s communion service and get home before the rain started.


He cast his eyes down respectfully as he passed the fresh grave, and the wreaths and sprays of flowers laid around it, and felt the prick of discomfort new graves always gave him, bringing back the pain of his wife’s funeral seven years before. Since her death other people’s tragedies seldom touched him. This one did, for some reason; perhaps because he had known the girl all her life; perhaps because of her age; or perhaps simply because she had been so pretty and so lively it was impossible to accept that she was dead.


He stopped suddenly, startled by a sound that seemed at first to have come from the ground, and listened, looking around, wondering if he had imagined it. A branch of a yew tree rattled noisily against the church wall. Above him the marble sky, darker than the tombstones, darkened further.


The wind, he thought, just the wind, and hurried on, his head bowed. As he reached the entrance to the porch he heard it again.


The first spots of rain were falling, but he ignored them and listened carefully, trying to hear above the sound of his own wheezing. He walked slowly back through the lines of headstones of the tiny cemetery, approaching the new grave warily, the way he might have approached the edge of a cliff, and stopped at a safe distance, staring at the dark rectangle and the neat mound of raw, chalky earth beside it that the gravedigger would finish shovelling in tomorrow.


Sally Mackenzie. Or Mrs Sally Donaldson as she had become. Twenty-three years old. Sparkling with life, always had time for everyone. Christened here; had been a Brownie, a Girl Guide, then had won a place at university where she met her husband, Kevin, a sharp, confident young man, in insurance, someone said. They had been married here barely a year ago and he could remember their wedding day, the husband beaming with the pride of a man who had won the greatest prize on earth. Yesterday that young man’s face had been twisted into numb shock, everything that was good and happy wrung out of it by a tourniquet of grief.


It was the way it had happened, people said. Sudden, so sudden. That made it even worse, if that was possible, they murmured. The verger was not sure whether sudden death was any worse than long lingering death; whether it was any better for the person who was dying or the people left behind. Merciful release they had said when his wife died. For her, not for him.


A red sweet wrapper scudded along the path in front of him. He listened, motionless, ignoring the rain. The wind blew again; the cellophane around a spray of flowers rustled, and he was aware of the intensity of their colours: whites, reds, pinks, vividly alive against the raw earth and the dry grass and the autumnal shades of the beech hedge that bounded the cemetery. A tag fluttered and he bent to read it. ‘To Sals, with all our love.’ Another, on a huge bouquet of crimson roses, flipped itself over, tugging capriciously on its leash of green string. ‘To Sals, for ever. Kevin.’


A lone pigeon raced above him and the branch of the yew rattled again on the church wall. The patter of rain increased. Tomorrow the verger would collect the flowers and take them to the hospice in Brighton at the suggestion of the girl’s husband. He watched the dark rectangle; only a thin layer of soil covered the coffin so far. The earth was still hard and crumbly after the long dry summer, and a few chunks had fallen away from the sides of the grave. Bits of chalk rattling on to the coffin roof, that was all it had been.


He turned and hurried into the shelter of the porch, past the notice board with its thumb-tacked signs, JUMBLE SALE, COFFEE MORNING, CHURCH ROOF FUND, turned the iron ring of the oak door and went inside the small church, closing it with an echoing clunk behind him. It was silent in here, and still. His eyes glanced routinely at the stone font and the neat stacks of hymn books and the faded frescoes on the wall. Christ stared mournfully down from the stained glass above the altar. Tablets on the wall near the door contained a roll of the local war dead. A wooden rack beneath it held badly printed booklet histories of the church and parish; thirty pence each. There was a box for the money.


He walked down the aisle to the pulpit and pulled the yellowing bakelite numbers of the hymns sung at the funeral off the indicator on the wall – ‘Abide With Me’ and ‘Jerusalem’. As he tidied away the kneelers, prayer books and service sheets left by the mourners, and listlessly mouthed ‘And did those feet in ancient time,’ he did not hear the frantic burst of muffled thuds that again came from the grave of the girl they had buried that afternoon.




Chapter Two


Tuesday, 9 May 1967


Harvey Swire sat pensively on the bench in the locker room that smelled of stale sweat, latrines and boot polish, a short eighteen-year-old, with straight brown hair and small grey eyes set deep in his pudgy face. He was overweight and unfit, and sport bored him. He had a small, slightly high-pitched voice that had earned him the nickname Piggy which he had only succeeded in shedding in recent years.


He was always distant, aloof, wrapped in his own thoughts, in his own world inside his head. His mother had been his only close friend in life. She had nurtured him through his childhood sickliness, protected him from his father’s scorn, believed in him and loved him and understood him. She had died five months ago, aged thirty-eight, from a heart attack.


She had been beautiful and he had been proud of her, had loved it when she came to school to collect him and he could see the heads of other boys and their parents turn. It was different when his father came. They had never got on with each other, and since his mother’s death their relationship had deteriorated further.


One day he would understand that his father resented him because although he had not inherited her beauty, there was so much of his mother’s looks in his face. And because he had lived and she had died. There were a lot of things Harvey Swire would one day understand.


He began to tie the laces on his cricket boots, oblivious to the clatter of studs on the stone floor and the banter of conversation going on around him, thinking about the letter that had arrived that morning and was in his jacket hanging on the hook above him. Angie. He hadn’t expected to hear from her again, after what had happened. Part of him felt disgusted by what he had done. Embarrassed. He could still see clearly the expression on her face, feel her flinching, and his face reddened. He stared at the ground, at his boots. Part of him thought, ‘You deserved it, you bitch.’


He wasn’t sure why she angered him so much. She’d been good when his mother had died, comforting, caring, genuinely upset. She had even managed to make his father smile back at the house, after it was over. But she had not let him go any further than snogging and made even that seem as if she was doing him a favour. Until ten days ago; the last night of his Easter holiday, before returning to boarding school, when he’d forced her to touch him, had grabbed her hand and pushed it down inside his trousers and held it there whilst she struggled, and she’d refused to speak all the way home.


And now, unexpectedly, the letter had arrived; like the ones she always wrote, on small, thick sheets of paper tightly folded and smelling of her perfume, chatty and affectionate in her large looped handwriting, in fountain pen with aquamarine ink.


‘Love you lots, Angie.’ A dozen kisses.


She hadn’t even mentioned it.


He double-knotted each lace. There was the hiss of an aerosol and he smelled a sickly sweet whiff of Brut. Dacre was standing above him, pursing his face in the mirror, checking for spots; his study-mate shook his blond hair off his forehead, sprayed his other armpit, gave a quick squirt inside his jock strap, then tugged on his cricket shirt. Dacre had a thing about smell at the moment. He seemed convinced that the way to score was to smell right.


Rob Reckett came into the room, chewing gum, and farted loudly.


‘God, Reckett, you’re revolting,’ Dacre said.


Reckett responded by pushing his bum further out behind his jacket and farting again.


‘You’re a yob, Reckett,’ Worral said.


‘He’s not a yob, he’s a slob,’ Walls Minor corrected him.


Reckett blew a bubble which popped with a sharp crack and tugged off his tie. A hulking, arrogant boy with a fringe of brown hair that covered his forehead, Reckett claimed he was banging the assistant house cook, a hugely fat girl who, it was rumoured, was willing to ‘do it’ for the asking. ‘Wild for it,’ he’d announced. ‘Put it everywhere; even in her ear. Older women are the best. They’re crazy for it.’


Harvey Swire found Reckett’s description of ‘putting it in her ear’ oddly arousing and he wasn’t sure why. He’d thought about making advances to the girl himself, but she was too fat, too greasy. Her skin reminded him of an oven-ready turkey. He did not want it to be like that, not the first time, not any time. He tried to imagine Angie grabbing him and putting it in her ear. Some chance.


Her letter bothered him, suddenly. His relief at receiving it was turning to anger. Part of him wanted her to be furious with him. To be disgusted. He almost felt cheated that she wasn’t.


‘Jesus, you’re a poof, Dacre,’ Tom Hanson said.


‘Screw off, will you, Hanson? At least I don’t go around smelling like an arsehole.’


‘No, just looking like one,’ Hanson said, opening his locker and laughing with glee at his own wit.


‘Poof in boots!’ Jones Minor said, pulling on his trousers, his brow furrowing as he grinned, making the spots on his forehead break through their thin layer of Clearasyl.


‘If you think I’m a queer what about that new pop group with the high voices? What are they called? You know, Harvey. You nearly puked over their photograph yesterday.’


‘The Chimpanzees,’ Harvey Swire said.


‘Monkees, you wanker,’ Horstead said. ‘God, you’re really thick, Swire, you don’t know anything.’


Harvey tossed his hair off his face and finished the second knot.


‘You’re never going to get to medical school. You have to be intelligent to be a doctor.’


In eight weeks’ time he would be sitting his A-level exams, physics, chemistry and biology for a place at Queen’s Hospital, his father’s old medical school; where his father had graduated top in his year in gynaecology with the Queen’s medal of merit that hung on the wall of his Harley Street clinic. Quentin Swire, a strong, dapper man, who had made a fortune from providing an abortion service for overseas visitors, and had survived a major exposition by the News of the World whom he had successfully sued.


His father had also been to Wesley, where Harvey was now. Quentin Swire had been good at everything here; his name looked down from the honours boards in the halls and corridors. Cricket. Football. Hockey. Scholarships to university.


‘There’s a new Beatles LP coming out,’ someone said.


A voice in mock falsetto screeched, ‘Strawberry Fields Forever.’


‘I think the Beatles are really infra-dig,’ Worral said.


‘Bugger off, Worral, they’re groovy.’


‘Pink Floyd are a million times groovier.’


‘I’m going to get tickets for Bob Dylan when he’s over in August. You coming, Harvey?’


‘Dylan’s cool,’ Dacre said.


Harvey watched Reckett pull off his trousers and stained underpants in one go. Reckett had an enormous circumcised cock; he wondered suddenly what happened to people’s penises when they died. Someone had told him that hanged men died with an erection. Reckett swirled his cock around several times like a bandolero before stuffing it inside his jock strap.


‘Matlock went the whole way on Saturday,’ Walls Minor announced.


The others looked at him, startled. ‘All the way?’ Dacre said.


Walls Minor nodded.


‘Never,’ Horstead said, his voice clogged with envy. ‘He couldn’t possibly have done – he never went out of the dance hall.’


‘He said he did it when the girls were getting ready to go, before the coach came.’


‘Where?’


‘Inhere.’


‘Crap!’


‘He probably got a finger up. Wouldn’t know the difference.’


‘I think he’s telling the truth,’ Walls Minor said.


‘How come?’ Harvey said with interest.


‘Coz he’s been worried sick all week; said he used a thingummy, and it came off inside her – all the spunk sort of leaked.’


‘What a prat,’ Powell said.


Horstead nodded at Swire. ‘Poked that bird you brought to Reckett’s party at Easter yet? What was her name?’


Harvey reddened and said nothing.


‘Why d’you never talk about it, Harvey?’


‘Hey, come on, we’re late.’ Dacre tapped his watch and tucked his cricket bat under his arm.


Harvey lifted his sweater off the hook above his head. The name tag was coming off; it was now only held on by a single stitch. He stared at it for a moment, his name in small red letters on the white background, H.Q.E. Swire, and a wave of sadness swilled through him. His mother had stitched the tags on, in the small upstairs room where she did her ironing, listening, as she always seemed to be, to a play on the radio, her head tilted to one side so her blonde tresses of hair fell that way and her pretty face which always looked a little tired, a little sad.


He wondered how she was now. Sometimes he could feel her around. She had been in his room at home, recently, when he had been doing his experiments in the holidays; he could tell she approved. He had never let her see his experiments when she was alive, because he knew that she was squeamish. But now she was dead it was OK.


‘Hey, Harve, coming?’


He grabbed his bat, and they clattered out across the stone floor and down the path to the corrugated iron bicycle shed.


‘It’s quicker to walk,’ said Powell. ‘We’re playing on Horizon and can cut straight through.’


‘Bollocks,’ Dacre said. ‘You carry our bats.’ He swung his white Claude Butler racer out and jumped on to it in one manoeuvre, then pedalled at Harvey ringing his bell. ‘Hey, Harve, what’s up? You’re half asleep today.’


‘He’s always half asleep,’ Powell said.


There was a clacking sound as Dacre freewheeled in a loop over the rough grass, accelerating down the side of the house and out into the street without looking. He arced round and pedalled fast back. ‘Come on, I’m meant to be doing the toss in two minutes.’


‘Toss yourself off,’ Powell said.


Harvey climbed on to his blue Raleigh, flipping the pedals over and sliding his spiked cricket boots awkwardly into the toe straps. Dacre charged at him and he swerved out of the way, irritated, and caught a strong whiff of the Brut.


‘Race you, Harve, last one there’s wet!’ Dacre zoomed off ahead. Harvey dropped a few gears, heard the grating of the chain and pedalled hard after him, racing down the side of the house. Dacre swung out into the street and Harvey heard the blare of a car horn as he followed him, heeling the bike over hard.


Out of the corner of his eye he saw the car. It seemed to be motionless, like a still photograph. He could see detail so clearly it surprised him. It was a large Ford with dull green paint and a shiny chromium grille. A woman was driving, her hair neatly curled as if she had just been to the hairdresser, and there was a filter tip cigarette in her left hand wedged between two jewelled rings on her bony fingers. Her glossy red lips were forming a circle as if she had just blown a smoke ring, and there was too much white of her eyes showing, much too much, as if her eyes were about to pop out.


The photograph changed as if a projector had moved on to the next slide, and the car was a towering shadow over him. A voice somewhere screamed: ‘Harve! Look out!’


Then he felt as if a brick wall had hit him, powering him into the air. He saw the woman’s face even closer. The eyes bulging even more. He was looking down on her, through the windscreen; her hands were raised to her face. He could hear her scream.


The projector clicked and there was a close-up of the windscreen now. A split second before he heard the crack, he felt a crunch deep inside his body; the windscreen exploded around him into brilliant white sparks. Red hot, they seemed to burn his face and hands in a million places at once.


Then he was hurtling up in the air and the sparks were dropping away beneath him. Something else dropped away, a huge shadow. At first he thought it was his bike, or his cricket sweater; or his trousers. He watched it fall back into the sparks, strike the bonnet of the green Ford and bounce up, flopping like a rag doll; a huge dent appeared on the bonnet and paint flaked off it. The shadow flew up in the air beneath him, fell back down, thudding on to the roof of the Ford, slithered off the rear, on to the boot, then thumped to the tarmac of the road and rolled furiously, jerkily along, as if electricity were shorting through it, until it slammed to a halt against the kerb.


He watched the door of the Ford open and the woman stumble out, wailing. Dacre was getting off his bike. Reckett was sprinting across the road. Harvey saw his bike trapped under the front of the Ford; its front wheel was sticking up at an odd angle, buckled; several of the spokes were broken and splayed out and he was annoyed, and wondered if he could get it fixed without his father finding out.


‘Harve? Harve? You OK?’ Dacre was kneeling beside the thing in the gutter, the thing that had dropped away from him. Then he realised, with interest, that the thing Dacre was kneeling beside was himself.


He was watching his own body. Watching all of them from above. He could see blood trickling from his forehead.


‘Don’t move him!’ someone shouted.


‘Oh my God, I’ve killed him,’ the woman screamed.


‘Get an ambulance,’ Dacre said. Harvey watched Dacre frantically feeling for his pulse; he wondered if Dacre had any idea what to look for. He saw Worral throw his own bike on to the pavement and run back into the house, shouting, ‘Mr Matthey, Mr Matthey! Sir, Mr Matthey, sir! Sir! Sir!’


Harvey saw an Austin car coming the other way stop sharply and a man in a blue blazer jump out and sprint across. ‘I’m a doctor!’ he said.


‘I didn’t see him!’ the woman screamed. ‘Oh, God, I didn’t see him!’


The front door of the house opened and a woman came running out. Mrs Matthey, the housemaster’s wife. She tripped and sprawled. He watched the doctor kneel down beside him and feel his pulse. The doctor tensed and slipped his hand inside his chest on to his heart. Then he saw the doctor prise open his mouth, and thrust his hand in. ‘He’s swallowed his tongue,’ he said, panicky. ‘Has someone called an ambulance?’


‘Yes, sir,’ Dacre said.


The doctor prised his tongue out. Harvey could see his face was blue. ‘How long has he been here?’ the doctor asked, moving fast, methodically.


‘Only a few seconds.’


He laid Harvey flat, clasped his hands together and pressed hard downwards on Harvey’s chest. Then again, more urgently. He studied Harvey for a second, pressed down again, then again, getting increasingly frantic in his movement.


The housemaster’s wife ran up, breathless. ‘Is he all right? Is he all right?’


The doctor spoke without stopping his artificial respiration. ‘No,’ he said grimly. ‘He’s not breathing.’


‘I’m fine,’ Harvey said. ‘I’m OK, really, I’m fine!’ But his mouth did not move, no sound came out. He tried to speak again, but felt himself being sucked upwards suddenly. He was being pulled away from the scene and did not want to go. ‘No!’ he screamed. ‘No!’ But no words came out of the mouth of the motionless body between the doctor’s knees. Darkness closed around him. It was getting cold, icy cold. He felt alone, helpless. Fear swept through him; walls of a tunnel encircled him, sucked him like an insect down a drain and he was hurtling, spinning through a vortex of blackness.


It seemed as if he would go on spinning in blackness for ever, getting colder and colder. Then he saw a tiny pinprick of light in the distance, and felt the first faint glimmer of warmth.


The light grew larger and with it he felt warmth coming down the tunnel to greet him, seeping through him, melting away his fears, becoming a part of him, giving him a strange new energy.


Then he was immersed in the light and the tunnel had gone. He was no longer moving. The light was brilliant but did not dazzle him; it seemed to flood through him the way the warmth had done, and he sensed someone was in the light with him whom he could not see.


For a brief moment he felt a deep sensation of ecstasy. He wanted to stay here in this spot in this light and never move.


Then a man’s voice spoke, calmly, chiding. ‘What do you think you are doing, Harvey? Do you think you are being clever?’


The voice chilled him. Chilled the light which faded, seemed to drain away and left him standing in an opening that was like a glade in a forest under a grey sky. He felt exposed, as if there were people around watching him. He turned. There was nothing but empty fields behind him, stretching away to the horizon.


Then he heard his mother’s voice.


‘Darling!’


A figure was coming towards him, indistinct, bleached out at first, but it grew darker, more distinct, as it came closer. A woman walking slowly, elegantly, effortlessly, as if she had all of time in which to reach him.


Then suddenly he could see her clearly, see the familiar blonde tresses of hair, the serene smile, the summer dress he had always liked her in so much. A feeling of immense joy swept through him as he reached out, tried to run towards her. ‘Mummy!’ he shouted. His voice was strangely flat, as if he were shouting underwater. He could not move, but stood, arms stretched out, trying to reach her, to hold her, to hug her.


She stopped, a few yards from him, and smiled a deep loving smile. ‘You have to go back, darling,’ she said.


Other figures were appearing out of the grey light behind her, dark, shadowy shapes, people with no faces.


‘Mummy! How are you?’ He tried to run to her, but he could not move forwards.


‘Darling, God is very unhappy with you.’


‘Why?’ he mouthed.


The dark shapes were getting closer, were surrounding him, were crowding between him and his mother.


‘Because you’re –’ The words faded. She was shouting now, as if she was having to shout above a crowd to be heard, but the words were sucked into the dark shadowy shapes.


‘Why?’ Again he tried to run towards her, but icy hands were pulling him away. ‘Why?’ he yelled.


The shadows pulled at him.


‘Let me talk to her! Let me!’


He struggled, thrashed.


‘You have to go back,’ a voice said.


‘She doesn’t want you,’ another said.


‘She doesn’t ever want to see you again,’ said a third.


‘You’re lying!’ he screamed, trying to break free of the cold hands that were tearing at him. He felt their breath, like the air of a freezer. The light was fading.


He was falling.




Chapter Three


Monday, 22 October 1990


Kate Hemingway was woken from a troubling dream at six thirty a.m. by the click of her radio. She listened to the headlines as she did every morning, then pressed the snooze button and savoured the silence and the snug warmth of her bedclothes for a few minutes more whilst she tried to stop the dream fading completely from her mind.


Another of the anxiety dreams she had most nights at the moment; worrying about her new job, she realised, or her sister, Dara, or her recently terminated disastrous affair.


Kate Hemingway was twenty-four years old, and five feet five inches tall. Born in Boston, she was strong and slender, with grey-blue eyes that sparkled with life behind high, deep cheek bones, a small, straight nose, and a smiling mouth with good teeth that she took care of. With her long flaxen hair, currently styled in a fashionable ragged look, and her fresh, healthy complexion, she had the kind of sensational all-American college girl looks to which few men failed to respond with interest, and some women with envy.


Kate was an intelligent girl who read widely and was as happy at times to be on her own as in company. The two things she lacked were self-confidence and a boyfriend. The sarcasm and scorn she had received throughout her childhood from her elder sister, Dara, and the way her parents had always seemed to favour Dara rather than her had left her flayed and uncertain about her abilities. She did not even believe that she was attractive, and worked hard at keeping herself in shape by eating sensibly – but not faddishly, because she enjoyed and was knowledgeable about food and wine – and by jogging at weekends.


Life was going well for her at the moment, for the first time in a long while. She was doing a job she loved, in a town to which she had come as a stranger and already liked a lot, and was living in an apartment which she had decorated herself and was proud of.


After three months in her new job as a reporter for a local newspaper, the Sussex Evening News, she still found her work fresh and challenging and looked forward to each day, happy to be on a paper from which she had a real prospect of moving to Fleet Street. It was a considerable change of pace and quality from the free weekly rag she had worked on in Birmingham previously.


Her confidence was growing and the wounds from her last relationship were healing. Getting the job on the News had been a real career break, although her elder sister, smug in her Washington duplex, would never understand that. Dara sneered at her for not being married, not having any children and not having achieved anything yet. Dara, an economist in Washington married to a rich lawyer who was a budding senator, and had three exquisite children, reminded Kate constantly, in her own subtle ways, that she had always told her she would be a failure in life and Kate got scared sometimes that she was being proven right.


Tony Arnold had been a disaster. A nowhere relationship. And yet she still thought about him, got reminded of him every time she smelled Paco Rabanne out on the street, still fancied him, dammit. Kate liked to pretend to herself that she wasn’t sure how the affair had begun, but she knew she was deceiving herself. He had been the deputy editor of the Birmingham Messenger, a position that had seemed to her then, at twenty-two years old, of immense power, and she had been flattered initially by his interest.


She’d never had an affair with a married man before. At first it had been a game and she did not realise how deeply she was falling in love with him. For eighteen months she dutifully maintained the conspiracy with him to keep it secret, cooked meals for him which he’d never had time to eat, and spent whole weekends waiting in for him to get an hour away; all the time he told her his marriage was on the rocks, and they planned their future together.


Then she had bumped into him in a supermarket one Saturday, arm in arm with his wife and trailing three cute kids. In the brief glance they exchanged, Kate had realised suddenly how little she understood about life.


He got offered the editorship of a Scottish paper shortly afterwards and made no suggestion she should join him there. Instead he put in a good word when the vacancy on the Sussex Evening News came up. They had left the Birmingham Messenger within one week of each other and she had not heard from him since.


Kate had come to England when she was fourteen with her parents, and Dara. She had an elder brother, Howie, who drowned in a sailing accident, and it was his death that had brought about the move. Her father, a lecturer in English at Harvard University, thought it would be good therapy for them to have a change and accepted a two-year posting at the University of London that turned into five years.


They lived a bohemian existence in a draughty Victorian house in Highgate. Her mother was a small-town girl who had dropped out in the sixties along with half of America because it had been the thing to do. Whether it was the lousy heating and spartan furnishings of bare oak floors and hessian mats and Afghan rugs on the walls, or the dope-smoking student lodgers whom they needed to help with the rent and who always drank the milk and ate the bread and left dirty dishes lying around, or her father’s continued practising of his ‘free love’ philosophy, Kate was not sure, but her mother finally had enough and ran off with a pleasant but dull civil engineer who had a cosy modern house in Cheam. Soon after, he had been sent to oversee a project in Hong Kong and her mother now lived there with him.


Kate had stayed on in England after her father had returned to Boston. Dara had got a scholarship to Berkeley and in part, Kate knew, she had remained as much to try to prove something to Dara as to get out of her shadow.


A gust of cold salty wind fresh off the English Channel blew down the dark street, rolling a clutch of dead leaves along the gutter and rattling the sash window panes of the Edwardian terraced houses. Kate could feel the cold air on her face and she heaved herself reluctantly up a few inches against the hard rails of the brass bedstead; the last unread sections of The Sunday Times slid off her duvet and joined the heap of other Sunday papers on the floor.


She tugged her feet free, swung them out of bed and on to the white shag carpet. The cold air cut through her. She shook her tangled blonde hair out of her face and hugged herself, trying to retain some heat inside her nightdress, padded across the carpet and pulled the sash window up, then struggled with the catches on the secondary glazing unit, as she always did, and finally got that closed too without losing any skin off her fingers.


Heat from the ribbed cast iron radiator rose as she rubbed condensation from the window with her fingers and stared through the smeared gap across the road at the uninspired nine-storey headquarters of the Friendly & Mutual Assurance Company. The lights were on, cleaners were moving through the building. Some employees were already at work.


When Kate had signed the one-year lease on the unfurnished apartment three months ago, she had taken into account that the rent was low for the area because of the lack of a view, and as she would be out, working long hours most of the time, and, anyway, had never had a view before, it would not matter.


It was the living room that she had fallen for, a fine, wide and airy room with a deep bay window and elegant open marble fireplace with its grate intact, and the original cornices, mouldings and picture rails. A great room for showing off the bric-a-brac she liked buying, for reading in, for watching the box and for entertaining. There was a tiny kitchenette that was clean and modern, a narrow entrance hall, a bedroom which was on the small side but had good, deep, built-in cupboards, and a cramped bathroom.


It was the first unfurnished apartment she had had, and she was pleased her choice of colours had worked so well. The previous occupant had been heavily into lurid green paint and jungle wallpaper. Over the past three months Kate had stripped the walls, relined and repainted them. The woodwork and mouldings she had restored to white; the walls of the living room she had painted terra-cotta, and the bedroom a light apricot. The bathroom, which already had avocado-coloured fixtures, was harder and she had settled for a white tinged with an appley green.


The soft geometric curtains had come from Laura Ashley, and the comfy sofa was a shop-soiled bargain from Habitat. The grungy beige wall-to-wall carpet she had inherited with the apartment looked better after she had spread a few rugs she had trawled from car boot sales over it. She had hung on the walls old framed advertising posters, theatrical billboards and some black and white photographs she had taken in her teens, when she once had a fancy she might become a photographer, and which were extremely good.


After breakfast of muesli, low-fat yoghourt, apple juice and tea, she scanned the Independent and checked the television page for anything she might want to record, then opened her post.


There was a letter from her mother, a subscription reminder for Greenpeace and a postcard from a girlfriend on the Birmingham Messenger, postmarked Turkey. Her mother wrote once a week and she wrote back about once a month – maybe not even that often, her mother occasionally reminded her, and they spoke on the phone once a week, normally on a Sunday afternoon when Kate, for some reason, always felt low.


Since her mother had moved their relationship with each other had closened, as if they had become the side of the family that was flawed and her father and Dara were Mr and Miss Perfect.


Her mother had rung last night. She was fine, happy, and seemed to have come to terms with her guilt over leaving Kate’s father and her curious mid-life change of lifestyle. Kate was worried about her remaining in Hong Kong with the Gulf crisis deepening, in case she got cut off out there. She was nervous the whole world would erupt in war and travel would become impossible.


Her mother told Kate she was glad she had moved from Birmingham, that a smaller town like Brighton was a much safer place to be.


In a short while her mother would find out how mistaken she was.




Chapter Four


Images came and went. Harvey Swire heard the clatter of his bicycle pedals, the screech of brakes, the scream of the woman through the windscreen. The scream burned into the darkness, ate it away until it was flat, dull light. Harvey was still screaming when he opened his eyes.


The shape of a face formed, like the first traces of an image on a Polaroid film. A girl, not much older than himself, quite pretty with a tiny snub nose like Angie’s, but made too severe by her hair gripped tightly back against her scalp. ‘It’s OK,’ she said. ‘It’s OK.’ Her voice was soothing, gentle. Her face went into soft focus; her mouth changed shape several times in rapid succession and he heard someone talking nearby. Then he realised that the two were connected, like a movie running out of synch.


He tried to lift his hands to his ears, confused, as if there was something he could tune that would correct the situation, but his left arm would not move and his chest felt as if it was pinioned in iron. He saw his arm above him, a blur of white. The voice kept coming at him.


‘… A long time. Now? Better … we? Sleep?’


She reminded him of Angie. Bossy Angie who pushed his hands away and gave him quick pecks on the cheek. Angie who had slapped his face in anger, real anger, not feigned this time. Then he had grabbed her, grabbed her hard.


His face stung. But Angie faded; the slap was somewhere else, another play, a long way off. He felt as though his cheeks were packed with wadding and he was peering out from a dark cave past them. The face went out of focus and came back in again. Someone shuffled by behind her, an elderly man with grey hair in a red paisley dressing gown, coughing.


‘Shock … alive … to be … bicycle lucky …’


He smiled blankly through puffball lips. His mind was full of the image of the car, the woman’s face through the windscreen. He raced down the side of the house, chasing Dacre, out in front of the car. He flew through the air. Stayed in the air.


Cold water eddied inside him, and he swallowed, feeling prickles of icy sweat. He could see in her eyes she had detected the change, the alarm.


‘OK,’ she said. ‘Fine. Going to be.’


He was focussing better now; he could see her breasts pushing against the inside of her tunic and a sudden sensation of lust stirred then faded and was gone. He shivered, afraid suddenly. Afraid that he was dead. ‘Where am I?’ he said.


She wore a white tunic. A watch hung on a short chain from her lapel and her name was printed on a badge pinned to the opposite lapel. Anthea Barlow. ‘Better; more sleep from.’ Her voice was still out of synch; it disoriented him, worsened his fear. Dead. I’m dead. He began to shake.


She stooped towards him, her face melting, globules falling from it like wax. He cowered back, screamed again, but she was still coming, was going to fuse with him, melt him. There was a dull prick in his arm; it seemed to be swelling and for a moment his fingers felt fat; a wave of nausea swept through him.


‘This’ll stop the pain,’ said a voice, any voice, he no longer knew whose. He slept.


When he awoke again everything was clearer. He was in a small ward and could see the sky through a large, grimy sash window that was closed in spite of the brilliant sunlight. There were four, maybe five beds opposite him; several visitors were crowded around the one directly across, obscuring it; someone was holding a bunch of flowers. His left arm hurt, and there was a sharp pain somewhere in his back, as if he were lying on something that was burning.


His right hand was grazed and there were several strips of plaster on it; some of his nails had jagged edges and he glanced around for something to file them on.


Then his heart sank as he saw his father strutting down the ward, walking upright, bullet head in the air, hands behind his back as if he owned the place. He was wearing a check suit, pink silk shirt with an op-art black and white tie and black loafers. His hair, bald on top, greying and too long, was brushed back, curling over the tops of his ears and the collar of his shirt. Harvey wished he did not always look so ostentatious.


His father stopped at the end of the bed. There was more warmth in his expression than usual. ‘How are you feeling, old chap?’


‘OK,’ Harvey said, managing a smile.


‘Gather you had a close shave.’


‘I was silly; I didn’t look.’


His father’s voice became harsher. ‘Damned fool bit of cycling, I understand.’


‘How long have I got to be in here?’


‘Couple of weeks. You’ve bust your arm and two ribs; the ribs have to have a chance to knit, and you’ve had a nasty bash on the head.’


‘Where am I?’


‘Guildford. In the Surrey County Hospital.’


‘Is my bike all right?’


Something glinted; he heard a click, and watched his father take an untipped Player’s cigarette from his silver case, snap the case shut and tap the end of the cigarette against it. ‘I shouldn’t think there’s much left of it from the description.’ He stuck the cigarette in his mouth and lit it with his gold Ronson.


Harvey watched him perform his usual ritual of allowing the smoke to begin coming out of his mouth before sucking it back in then slowly releasing it through his nostrils. Wisps of the sweet blue smoke curled around Harvey and he inhaled them gratefully, tantalised by the smell.


What do you think you are doing, Harvey? Do you think you are being clever?


The voice startled him, as if it had been spoken into his ear, and the memory returned to him, complete. The tunnel. The light. His mother.


You have to go back, darling.


Trying to run towards her. The shadowy shapes getting in the way.


‘If your bike’s had it, tough luck, I’m not buying you another one. You’re just bloody lucky to be alive.’ His father glanced around for an ashtray.


‘I saw Mother.’


His father frowned. ‘You what?’


‘I saw Mother.’


His father’s face reddened. ‘Good God, boy, your mother’s dead.’


‘She’s fine, I saw her. She told me I had to come back.’


‘This is damn fool nonsense, chap. Damn fool.’


‘It’s not, Father. I did see her.’


‘You’ve had a bad bash on the head and an operation; had all sorts of drugs in you. You’ve been hallucinating.’


‘It wasn’t hallucination.’


His father looked at his watch. ‘I have to be off.’ His mouth was quivering and his anger always frightened Harvey. ‘I’ll come and see you tomorrow. Anything you want?’


‘Some books and things.’


‘Better bring you some text books. If you’re going to be in here for a week or two you can start swotting for your exams.’


Harvey felt tired again after his father had gone. Too much effort to talk, to say anything. He dozed. When he awoke, a man in a white coat was standing at the end of the bed. ‘Awake now?’


Harvey nodded, and after a while drifted back into sleep.


When he woke again, he was surprised to see Angie sitting beside him; she was wearing a miniskirt that barely covered her pink knickers, and her legs were tanned golden brown. Her face was tanned too and had come out in freckles, and she tossed her long fine blonde hair away from her eyes and smiled at him. She was holding a paper bag and a battered rag doll that was wearing a cloth cap.


His first waking thought was how could she sit there the way she was doing, with her skirt hitched to her crotch, yet get mad when he tried to even fondle her tits.


Then the dim memory rose inside him, and disgust and embarrassment intermingled and he wondered why she had bothered to come here. Instead of smiling and greeting her, he thought, sullenly, prickteaser. Next time there would be no stopping however much she screamed and swore and bit him. Reckett, bully Reckett who boasted he had lost his virginity at twelve, said that women liked to be treated rough, it turned them on. Maybe that was the answer, maybe he had done it and it had worked; that was why she had come.


‘Hi,’ she said. Something had changed in her appearance. She was dolled-up and had tiger stripes of mascara under her eyes. It made her look older, years older than sixteen, but it wasn’t just that. ‘I brought Fred to look after you.’ She laid the battered gonk on the bed, then held out a rustling bag. ‘I wasn’t sure what to get. There’s a James Bond novel, and some Turkish delight. You like Turkish delight, don’t you?’


He said nothing. The make-up disturbed him and he felt a prick of alarm that she had not put it on for him. Bitch, he thought.


‘I wrote to you the other day.’


‘I got it.’


She tossed her hair again. ‘How are you feeling?’


He shrugged. ‘Pretty stupid. How did you know – I – ?’


‘I – I heard.’


He tried to get his bearings, tried to sit up a little but it hurt too much.


‘Want some help?’


He shook his head. There was the sound of a curtain being pulled. A man was gasping somewhere near him and he heard a flurry of feet, the rattle of a trolley.


‘How did it happen?’ Angie said.


‘I was careless.’ The images replayed again. The windscreen. Floating. The horror on the woman’s face. He closed his eyes then opened them and stared, unfocussed, on the mound of sheets in front of his chin.


She was about to say something when a self-assured man in a grey suit, with grizzled hair and a yacht club tie, stopped at the end of the bed. Behind him were a houseman in a white coat with a stethoscope curling out of one pocket and a nurse, both grinning, sharing some private joke.


‘Mind popping into the day room for a few minutes?’ the man said to Angie. ‘I want to have a peep at this young man.’


Angie looked at Harvey uncertainly. ‘Shall I wait?’


He nodded.


The nurse pulled a curtain around his bed and the houseman lifted away the bedclothes.


The man in the grey suit smiled down at Harvey. ‘Thought you were a goner when they brought you in. I’m Mr Wynne, the surgeon who operated on you. Is your father the gynaecologist Quentin Swire?’


‘Yes.’


‘We were at Queen’s together.’ His expression became serious suddenly, his eyes boring into Harvey. ‘A doctor happened to be driving past when you had your accident. He said you had swallowed your tongue and stopped breathing – that you were to all intents and purposes dead – when he got to you. You were bloody lucky he was passing or I don’t think you’d be here now. We’re going to run some tests to make sure everything’s OK. We don’t know how long you were starved of oxygen, but it sounds like it must have been a couple of minutes at least.’ He held up a pin. ‘I’ll give you a tiny prick in your big toe. Tell me if you can feel it.’


Harvey felt a sharp pain. ‘Ouch!’


‘Good!’ said Wynne. ‘Now your left foot.’


Harvey called out again.


‘Excellent,’ Wynne murmured, cradling Harvey’s leg in his arm and tapping his knee with a rubber hammer, then he shone a pencil torch into each eye in turn, studying them carefully.


‘I saw what happened,’ Harvey said quietly.


Mr Wynne raised his eyebrows a fraction and turned off the torch.


‘I saw the doctor get out of his car and go over to my body. I was watching him.’ Harvey saw puzzlement on the nurse’s face.


The surgeon shook his head. ‘I think you must have been dreaming, old boy.’


‘I wasn’t dreaming,’ Harvey said insistently. ‘I can describe him.’


The surgeon nodded for him to go on.


‘He –’ Harvey saw the doctor clearly in his mind, jumping out of his car, running across. Then the image dissolved into fragments, like water disturbed by a stone. He saw the doctor’s car, but that faded into the car that someone was sitting in, driving, a woman, screaming. He tried to pull the memory back but it slipped away.


The surgeon smiled sympathetically. ‘I’m afraid you had a pretty good bashing from the anaesthetic, old chap.’ He glanced down at the notes clipped to the end of the bed. ‘You had a Ketamine anaesthetic because you were in a shocked condition. That can give you hallucinations which go on for a few days.’


‘I’m not hallucinating.’ Harvey stared at the nurse for reassurance, but her face had a numb frown set in like a mask. Through a gap in the curtains he saw a woman in a cloth hat pushing an urn on a metal trolley.


‘How’s your left arm feeling?’ said the surgeon, his expression distant, as if his mind was already on something else.


‘It’s OK.’


‘You right handed?’


‘Yes.’


‘You’re lucky. You won’t be able to use the left one for a couple of months.’


‘I did see it,’ Harvey said. ‘I – I saw –’


The surgeon’s quizzical gaze made him falter, uncertain now what he had seen. He wanted to tell him he had seen his mother, and he knew that would sound even more ridiculous.


‘I’ll keep an eye out for your father,’ Mr Wynne said. ‘I haven’t met him for about ten years. Give him my regards. I’ll pop by in a couple of days.’ He stepped back, said something to the houseman and nurse in a lowered voice, and walked out.


The nurse unclipped the notes from the end of the bed, wrote something on them and clipped the sheet back. She opened the curtains, then whispered something to the houseman and he snickered as they followed the surgeon out of the ward like puppies on a leash.




Chapter Five


Monday, 22 October


Kate Hemingway walked to the office, as she did most mornings, striding quickly, anxious once she had set off to get down to work. She had lost her gloves and her hands were dug into her raincoat pocket, a fifties Burberry she had bought in a second-hand shop in Covent Garden and was a size too big. Beneath it she wore a man’s double-breasted suit jacket from the same shop, an unstructured black skirt and black leggings.


Putting on make-up bored Kate and her face needed little, although she did not believe that. It had strong bone structure and the natural colour of her healthy skin was enriched by a light dusting of freckles around her forehead and on either side of her pretty snub nose. She wasn’t good at make-up and tended to put on too much, and messily, which, together with her tangled flaxen hair, added to her designer jumble-sale image, making her appear more like a college student on a project than a reporter searching for an angle.


The staff entrance was down a side street that housed on the opposite side an office block, a row of lock-up garages and a builder’s yard. A dustcart was stationary behind Kate, the howl of its lifting gear grinding through the chilly overcast air as she nudged open the blue door with her shoulder and went into the dingy concrete-floored lobby; there was a fire extinguisher on the wall in front, a cork notice board with a yellowed and torn section of the Employment Act pinned to it, racks of punch cards beside a time clock for the print workers, and a wooden counter with a mesh grille and a large printed notice, VISITORS MUST BE SIGNED IN, behind which the two security men sat chatting to each other. They looked up as Kate came in and greeted her amiably.


‘Hi!’ She flapped a hurried wave and dashed up the flight of stairs, with chunks of plaster missing from the bare, blue-painted walls, down the long, narrow corridor past the accounts and sales offices. She checked her watch, a fake Cartier she had bought in Bangkok three years before. Eight fifty.


She quickened her pace, and came out on to the landing at the top of the corridor which had a faint smell of greasy food. There were stairs up to the canteen and down to despatch and the printing presses, and a row of staff notice boards. ‘Reporting accidents – what you must do.’ ‘Ten per cent off domestic house removals.’ ‘Menu. Mon. Beef stew. Tue. Madras chicken curry.’ The building was a labyrinth; she had been here three months and still hadn’t fully sussed the geography. There were people who’d been here years who hadn’t.


She pushed open the double doors in front of her and went into the newsroom, a vast open-plan area occupying the width of the building filled with rows and banks of cluttered desks, each with a VDU screen. Many were already occupied and the room had the sense of quiet urgency that was always there at the start of the morning, and slowly wound down during the course of the day as each of the six editions of the paper went to press.


The room’s stanchions and girders and heating and air-conditioning pipes and ducts were exposed and accentuated in red paint to make them stand out against the cream walls and brown carpet and desks. Flat, grey daylight drifted in through the windows that looked out both sides on to taller buildings, and cold deadpan lighting shone from the neon strips strung on chains from the ceiling. There was a steady background hiss of the heating system and the soft putter of word processor keys.


She passed the features desks. Only two were occupied. A phone warbled, unanswered, on an empty one. There was a stack of hardback novels on the literary editor’s desk and a jumble of videos on the film and TV reviewer’s desk. Most news reporters were in and working; the sub editors were beavering hard, and there was a discussion going on around the picture desk. Two of the copy takers had phones wedged to their ears and were typing fast on their keyboards. The editor, deputy editor and overnight editor were sitting in line at their row of desks, square on to the room behind the news editor’s team.


Kate hung her mac on the hook on the wall at the back of the room, then slipped behind her own desk, sat on her swivel chair, dumped her handbag on the floor, and smiled at Joanna Baines, another reporter, who sat opposite her, and noted that neither Darren White nor Sharon Lever who occupied the desks to the left of her was in yet. Joanna Baines was typing furiously on her keyboard, a thread of cigarette smoke rising beside her; she raised a hand in acknowledgement without looking up.


Kate began to tidy the chaotic jumble of paper that littered her desk, and had been made worse by being out of the office all day Saturday. She’d been on duty. There had been a sex attack on a student nurse and the mugging of an ex-mayoress, and paperwork she had hoped to catch up on had piled up further in her absence.


She pushed several things she had now dealt with on to the growing stack on the metal spike. The desk was like all the others, mahogany-grained plastic with metal legs and four drawers. It felt almost as much like home as her flat did, although there was nothing on it of a particularly personal nature, just a standard issue black diary, piles of paper, a jumble of pens and the VDU screen, already on, with the single command staring out: ‘Press to restore display.’ But it was hers, her place, her familiar mess.


She tapped the keyboard, calling up the overnight basket, and scanned news that had come through on the wires, concentrating on stories within the paper’s catchment area in Sussex. When she wasn’t specifically assigned a story to cover, it was up to her to create copy; she could choose anything she wanted.


She scanned Scaffold Death Inquest, Gatwick Plane Near Miss, TV Blackout by Transmission Failure, Former Policeman in Drugs Bust.


There were two follow-ups she had to do today – the nurse’s story, and the ex-mayoress who was now in hospital. She took her pad out of her handbag and leafed through her shorthand notes. Out of the corner of her eye she saw the news editor walking towards her holding a sheet of computer print-out. He was a mild, quiet man in his mid-thirties, with thin, fair hair prematurely balding above his forehead, and was wearing one of the grey worsted suits he invariably wore that was quietly trendy but looked as if it had been slept in. He had the slight slouch that Kate had noticed most journalists seemed to have, probably from the hours bent over the word processors.


‘Good weekend?’ he said.


‘Fine,’ she said. ‘What there was of it.’


‘You’re getting the splash,’ he said.


‘Hey!’ She beamed.


‘The old lady who was mugged, the ex-mayoress. Terry likes it a lot. Wants to lead the first edition with it.’ Terry Brent was the editor.


‘And a byline?’ she asked.


He nodded.


‘Great! That’s terrific!’


‘I’ve got something for you this morning. It’s a bit ghoulish.’


‘Oh, yes?’


‘Rapping sounds from a graveyard.’


She raised her eyebrows and saw him grinning. ‘Rapping sounds?’


He handed her the print-out he was carrying and their eyes met for a fleeting moment. She glanced away, down at the sheet, embarrassed. She found him attractive, but wanted to get that right out of her mind. He was married. She liked the way he was so even-tempered, never seemed to lose his rag. She wondered if he ever got mad, really mad. Somehow she didn’t think so; he was like a stone on the beach that the sea washed over; the rougher it was, the smoother it rubbed him. Solid; nice. She read the print-out.


‘Phone report from PC Tucker, Brighton Police. Rcd 8.10 a.m. 22 Oct. Exhumation request made to Coroner’s office following rapping sounds reported from grave in St Anne’s cemetery, Brighton. Expect exhumation order to be granted this a.m.’


Kate flicked a loose strand of hair away from her face. ‘Do you know anything more?’


‘No.’ He paused. ‘Exhumations are difficult. They’ll be screened off and won’t tell you very much. Just go and see what it’s all about – a short piece. Pictures want something. They’re sending a photographer with you.’


‘Rapping from a grave? What are they going to dig up – some Victorian ghoul?’


‘It’s a twenty-three-year-old girl. She was buried last Tuesday.’


She blanched. ‘They think she’s alive?’


He smiled. ‘I doubt it. These things happen from time to time. Graveyards make people jumpy; a twig snaps and they think the dead are coming back to life.’


‘Do you know anything about her?’


‘No, but perhaps you can hype it. Get some colour, make a bit of a story out of it.’


She unhooked her coat, walked across to the picture editor and asked which photographer had been allocated. Then she went down to security and signed out a mobile phone.




Chapter Six


Harvey watched the cloud of blue smoke tumble out across the room towards him. The Reverend Bob Atkinson, the school chaplain, lay comfortably slouched in his battered horsehair-stuffed armchair, his feet clad in grey socks and black lace-ups sticking out of the bottom of his cassock and resting on a needlepoint footstool. He dropped the spent match into a tin ashtray on the carved wooden table beside him, tugged his pipe out of his mouth and held it thoughtfully in the air.


The room was small and cluttered; a faded Persian rug lay on the floor, a shelf sagged ominously under piles of books, a birthday card had fallen on to the coal in a pitted brass bucket; several framed prints of religious scenes broke up the faded flock paper on the walls.


Harvey could smell cooking and heard the chaplain’s wife clattering about in the kitchen, with the radio on rather loudly. He sat on the edge of the tired leather sofa, crossed his grey flannelled legs then uncrossed them and glanced at his fingernails whilst waiting for the chaplain to reply; he noticed to his annoyance calcium flecks appearing at the edge of the cuticles of several. There was a trace of dirt under his index finger and he discreetly levered it out with his opposite thumbnail. Through the window, he saw a robin land on a sundial in the small overgrown garden.


‘Very interesting,’ the chaplain said. He had a broad, easy face and a fringe of fine black hair with a balding patch in the middle; he could have passed as a drummer in a pop group, Harvey thought. ‘It’s certainly what people in biblical days would have considered to be a mystical experience.’


Harvey said nothing.


The chaplain tapped his teeth with the stem of his pipe. ‘What you’ve had is really a sort of vision, isn’t it?’


‘Vision?’


‘Yes.’ He closed his hand over the bowl of his pipe and sucked noisily; it had gone out. ‘Were you very close to your mother?’


Harvey shrugged. ‘Yes – quite, I suppose.’


‘And you’re convinced you really did meet her, that it wasn’t a dream or hallucination?’


‘I’m sure it wasn’t.’


‘Some dreams can seem very vivid, can make you think in the morning they were so real they must have really happened.’


‘I could see everything when I had the accident.’


The chaplain scrabbled in the box and took out another red-tipped match. ‘Extraordinary. You don’t think perhaps you might have pieced it together from what your chums told you?’ He struck the match and held it over the bowl of his pipe.


Harvey felt angry suddenly. ‘Don’t you believe in life after death?’ His left arm itched inside the plaster.


The chaplain drew on his pipe and snorted the smoke out through his nostrils. He uncrossed his legs. ‘Of course I do,’ he said softly.


‘Provided it doesn’t happen to anyone you know?’


The chaplain frowned. ‘I’m not with you.’


‘I had stopped breathing, the doctor told me. So I was dead for a couple of minutes. I had tests, X-rays and things because they were so worried. What I saw happened whilst I was dead; surely you can’t have a hallucination when you are dead?’


‘We don’t know, Harvey; none of us knows; we have to rely on the teachings of the scriptures.’


‘Why? Why not on me?’


The chaplain sucked several times on his pipe. ‘You were fond of your mother, quite rightly, and you took her passing on heavily. It was only a few months ago and you are bound to be in a deep emotional state about it. Something like that takes years to come to terms with. You’re a strong chap and you will get over it. You’ve had a big set-back with this accident and I think it’s made you very confused, if you want the honest truth.’ He raised his eyes and stared directly at Harvey.


Harvey bit his lip to stifle his disappointment. Bob Atkinson was regarded by the boys as a good bloke, someone they could talk to, unlike most of the teachers here. Harvey had hoped he might understand, offer some better explanation.


‘I saw it clearly,’ Harvey said. ‘I was floating up above. I watched the doctor trying to resuscitate me. Then I went down this tunnel and my mother was there.’


‘Where do you think you were?’


Harvey hesitated. ‘Sort of at the frontier to – heaven.’


‘What makes you think that?’


Harvey blushed and pushed his mop of hair back from his forehead. ‘It felt so good. For a moment I was really happy, incredibly happy. I – I’d never felt so happy in all my life.’


‘And then you felt scared?’


‘No, I don’t think I was scared. I was more angry because they wouldn’t let me – sort of – stay. Sort of come in. Wouldn’t let me talk any more to my mother.’


The chaplain looked serious. ‘You didn’t meet God, or Jesus? Or St Peter?’


Harvey shook his head.


‘Don’t you think that’s a little strange? Going to heaven and not seeing any of those?’


Harvey felt something sag inside him.


The chaplain smiled kindly. ‘Harvey, I don’t think God allows us to cross these frontiers. That’s not part of His plan. Remember St Paul’s letter to the Ephesians? “When I was a child I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child: but when I became a man I put away childish things. For now we see through a glass darkly, but then face to face.”’ He leaned back and struck another match. ‘Do you understand what Paul is saying, Harvey?’


‘Not really.’


‘He is saying we are not meant to understand, not meant to see beyond this world. We will see through that glass when our time to pass on comes; then we shall both see the other side and understand more about this life. But not until then.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because that is God’s will.’


‘And we have to accept God’s will just like that?’


The chaplain seemed perturbed. ‘Of course we do, Harvey. We are His servants. We disobey Him at our peril.’


Harvey shrugged. ‘Don’t you think we have a right to question His will?’


There was a silence. ‘When you dabble, like you are doing, Harvey,’ the chaplain replied quietly, ‘you open yourself up to malevolent occult forces. You lose God’s protection.’


‘I’m not dabbling.’


‘You are. Questioning God’s will and talking about it like this is dabbling; you are providing the weaknesses that allow evil in.’ He smiled. ‘Shall we say some prayers together, for your mother and your father?’




Chapter Seven


Monday, 22 October


Kate Hemingway sat in the passenger seat of the small Ford from the Sussex Evening News car pool, as Eddie Bix, the staff photographer assigned to go with her, drove up the hill towards the church. A gangly hulk in his early twenties, wearing his uniform of Timberland boots, jeans and bomber jacket, the photographer had a cheery baby face with crew-cut fair hair, and wore a single gold earring. Every time Kate went out on an assignment with him he was on a different craze. This week it was flotation chambers.


‘Incredible in the dark, you just let it all drift away. I mean you really come out feeling – wow!’


She was only half-listening, distracted. Rappings from a grave. A twenty-three-year-old girl. One year younger than herself.


She remembered once as a child playing hide and seek, and getting stuck in an old trunk; she’d tried to get the lid up and it wouldn’t move, and then she’d felt something crawling up her leg. She’d nearly gone crazy, screaming and pounding, and her sister had come into the room and instead of freeing her had hammered on the lid and made ghostly groans; and the thing had carried on crawling up her leg and she’d wriggled and tried to brush it away and it bit her sharply on the inside of her thigh. Later Dara had held it up to her face; a wriggling black beetle three inches long.


‘It’s the dark,’ Eddie Bix enthused. ‘Like an incredible experience, you’re in your own private universe.’


The car was grubby and smelled of air freshener. A no-smoking roundel was stuck on the dash in front of her. The wipers squeaked across the screen, smearing a light film of drizzle.


‘You ought to try group dynamics, self assertion. I didn’t used to feel assertive enough. You get treated like shit so often in this job. Now it doesn’t bother me. I know what I’m doing is the right thing.’ He raised a hand and pointed. ‘This is it. My cousin got married here a couple of years ago.’


The church sat well back from the road. It was small and old; the tower looked Norman, Kate thought, from her architecture studies at school; there were perpendicular windows in the chancel which seemed out of place, and some of the cement rendering on the walls was missing. It was run-down, like the graveyard in front of it; like a lot of churches.


To the right was a modern brick vicarage. Across the road was a row of flint cottages and beyond the churchyard was a small modern close, with several of the houses backed up to the church wall. They stopped behind a police car and a dark green van. Kate could see no other vehicles nearby, and no other reporters. A man in dungarees was on a ladder cleaning the chancel windows.


Her stomach knotted. Normally at the start of any assignment she wanted to be out of the car and there, amongst the action, finding some way in no one else had found, a witness or a victim or a passer-by no one else had interviewed, an angle no one else had spotted. Today she felt reluctant, hoped there was nothing, that it was a false lead they had been given.


A blast of cold air surged into the car as Eddie opened his door. He scooped his two Nikons and a long lens off the rear seat and slung them round his neck, then stared at the sky, did a mental calculation and muttered to himself dubiously, ‘Two-eight.’ He removed the lens cap on one of his cameras and adjusted the f-stop, then rubbed his nose with the back of a finger, and studied the flint cottages across the road carefully. ‘Never done an exhumation,’ he said. ‘Done a few corpses, though. Good thing about them is they don’t keep moving around.’


‘Yech!’ Kate said, her hair thrashing wildly in another strong gust.


There was a blue hoarding with the times of services and the vicar’s name written underneath, the Reverend Neil Comfort.


‘Great name for a vicar,’ Eddie said.


They walked through into the graveyard. It was old and uneven and some of the stones had tilted. Quite a few were coated in moss and lichen, and on several others the inscriptions had weathered away. ‘There’s a modern cemetery round the back,’ Eddie said.


Kate eyed the tombstones uneasily. Graveyards spooked her. She had toyed with becoming an organ donor but, for the same reason she had not made a will, she was nervous of taking any steps that would confirm her own mortality. She tried not to dwell on death too much, maybe because she came into contact with it most of the working days of her life: bodies being cut out of twisted cars; door-stepping grieving widows; trying to purloin snapshots from numb parents. Sometimes human tragedy meant as little to her as the names on the graves she was walking past now, and there were moments when she was scared that she was becoming too tough, too hard. Then she’d be sent to interview a four-year-old girl dying of leukemia, and she’d spend the rest of the day fighting back tears.


They went up the brick path through the graveyard, past a large yew tree with some of its branches rattling against the wall. A volley of leaves blew in front of them.


‘They used to plant yews in churchyards to ward off evil spirits,’ Eddie said.


‘Is that what you make cricket bats out of?’


‘That’s willow. God, you’re dumbos, you Yanks! How long have you lived here?’


‘Ten years.’


‘And you don’t know what cricket bats are made of?’


She grinned, then felt more sombre as they walked round the side of the church and saw the uniformed policeman. He was standing in front of a white tape that cordoned off the cemetery behind him, a small neat cemetery bounded by an autumnally brown beech hedge. There was a gate at the rear with several strips of white tape pinned across; one had come loose and was trailing like a kite’s tail.


Kate had already got to know several of the local police, but she hadn’t seen this one before. He was young, and looked hostile and bored. She held out her press card; he glanced at the cameras around Eddie’s neck with a faint sneer. ‘No press,’ he said. His cap lifted slightly in a gust and he tugged it on more firmly.


‘Who is allowed in?’ Kate said.


Behind him, towards the rear of the cemetery, two men were erecting a makeshift green screen on tent poles. It was flapping wildly and they were struggling. The policeman stared ahead as if Kate and Eddie did not exist.


‘Come on, man,’ Eddie said. ‘Who is allowed in?’


‘Authorised personnel.’ He continued staring ahead, like a sentry, saying nothing further. Kate felt herself getting angry. ‘Is there a police spokesman here?’


He shook his head.


‘There’s an exhumation taking place, right?’


Again he did not reply.


Eddie winked at her and walked back down the path. She followed. He stopped and jerked his head towards the modern houses. ‘Be able to see everything from one of those.’


‘I want to find the vicar,’ Kate said.


‘I’ll come for a mug-shot. Clergy always lends a bit of tone.’


The vicar opened his front door and gazed at them edgily. He was a tall, sharp-looking man in his late forties, with short brown hair that was brushed straight back and surprisingly trendy tortoiseshell glasses. He wore a military jumper over his dog collar, and leather slippers.


‘Mr Comfort?’ Kate said.


‘Yes,’ he said with distinct reluctance.


‘Evening News. I wondered if you could give us a bit of information about this exhumation.’


His expression hardened and he held the door stiffly against the wind. ‘It’s really a very private thing.’ His voice was crisp and assertive. There were tiny quivers of nerves or anger at the corners of his mouth. His gaze moved from her to Eddie.


‘You married my cousin, Dick Billington,’ Eddie said. ‘Couple of years ago.’


The vicar was thrown off balance. ‘Oh yes?’ he said, his expression mellowing a fraction. ‘Came from Cornwall ? Married a local girl, Jenny Vallance?’


‘Devon,’ Eddie said.


‘Yes, I remember him.’ His tone of voice and his expression proffered no opinion on Dick Billington or Jenny Vallance.


‘We wouldn’t want to intrude on anything private. It’s not the News’s policy,’ Kate said. ‘But we hoped you could give us some background information.’


The Reverend Comfort hesitated. ‘An exhumation licence has been requested but it has not yet been granted,’ he said.


‘But you expect it to be granted?’ Kate took out her notepad and began scribbling shorthand.


He eyed the pad the way he might have eyed a foreign coin in the collection box. ‘The coroner has given the order. It’s up to when the Home Office grant the licence.’


‘Is that likely to be today?’


‘I’m afraid I’m not familiar with their bureaucratic processes.’


‘Could you give us any details about the person – body – you want to exhume?’


‘I’m afraid not. It’s a private matter. The application has been made at the request of the deceased woman’s husband.’


‘What was her name?’


He hesitated. ‘Sally Donaldson. Mackenzie was her maiden name.’


Kate wrote it down. ‘Have you had any experience of exhumations before?’


‘No. None.’ He smiled wryly. ‘You’ve probably had more experience than I have.’


Kate smiled back, trying to break through the block of ice. ‘Is it true that people have been hearing rapping sounds from the grave?’


The vicar looked at Eddie who was changing a lens on a camera, his leather bomber jacket billowing. ‘One or two of the locals think they might have heard something,’ he said.


‘Have you heard them?’


‘No, I haven’t,’ he said emphatically.


‘Is there a possibility she might still be alive?’


‘Absolutely not. We’ve been in touch with the hospital, and the correct procedures for certification of death were carried out. There is no question she could possibly be alive.’


‘So why are you exhuming her?’


He blinked several times in nervous anger. ‘For her bereaved husband’s peace of mind,’ he said.


‘Have you ever known of anyone being buried alive?’


‘I think,’ he said, ‘that is something you are more likely to find in Edgar Allan Poe.’


‘So you don’t feel there is any urgency – that you should go ahead without waiting for the official licence?’


Anger increased in his eyes and his voice tightened. ‘No, I don’t.’


‘Do you know what she died – passed away – of?’


‘A respiratory problem, I understand.’


‘At her age?’ Kate carried on scribbling.


‘There were complications due to her pregnancy.’


‘She was pregnant?’ Kate said, startled.


‘Six months, I understand.’


Kate turned the page in her notebook. ‘If this is a private matter, could you tell us why the police are here?’


He drew a breath before replying. ‘We asked them if they would come to help us maintain privacy.’


‘So you don’t believe there are any suspicious circumstances?’


There was a gust of wind, and a sharp thudding as the rain began to fall. He looked at them defiantly, as if telling them he was damned if he was inviting them in. ‘No.’


‘Could I just ask you about the actual procedures?’


‘I’m afraid I am very busy at the moment.’


‘Of course. I’m sorry. You have been very helpful.’


Eddie took a couple of paces back. ‘A quick picture for the files.’


‘No, I really –’ the vicar began.


Kate heard the shutter click, then again.


The vicar turned and went inside. Kate thanked him but he made no acknowledgement, as if regretting what he had already said, and closed the door firmly behind him.


Eddie capped his camera. ‘Try the houses?’


She nodded, and they walked up the road, heads ducked against the rain, and turned right into the close of small modern houses. ‘The end one?’ Eddie said.


It was becoming colder and Kate dug her hands deep into her mackintosh pockets. They walked down a crazy paved path, past a small lawn, so green and free of weeds it looked artificial, and rang the doorbell. It chimed mournfully. Inside a baby cried and a radio pounded out crackly music.


A woman of about Kate’s age answered the door; she was wearing a Snoopy apron over her jeans and T-shirt and her hair was bunched sloppily above her head and tied with a strip of rag. She was chewing a toffee and looked harassed. The house smelled of nappies and baby powder. Toys were strewn around the hallway.


Eddie flashed his press card, and leaned forward with a cheery grin. ‘Hi! Evening News. We’re doing a story on the cemetery. Any chance of borrowing one of your upstairs rooms to shoot a few pictures from?’


She frowned at him as if he were mental. ‘What’s going on over there?’ she said. A small boy appeared behind her on a tiny tricycle. He banged into a skirting board and she spun round and yelled at him, ‘Tommy! Get off that at once or I’ll thump you.’ She looked back at Eddie and Kate.


‘An exhumation,’ Kate said.


‘A what?’


‘They’re opening a grave of a girl who was buried last Tuesday.’


She stared at Kate and Eddie in turn, still chewing. ‘Oh, yeah, someone said about some raps or something.’ The baby bawled on.


‘Have you heard anything unusual yourself?’ Kate said, keeping her notebook tucked in her pocket.


Eddie pointed. ‘I was wondering if you had a back room or something that overlooked – ?’


The woman’s expression changed, subtly, into hardness. ‘How long will you be?’


He produced his wallet, rummaged inside it and took out a fiver. ‘Little something,’ he said, handing it to her.


She stuck it in her apron without acknowledging it. ‘I’m going out at eleven.’


‘That’s fine.’


They followed her upstairs. The house was sparsely decorated, as if they had only recently moved in. They went into a small carpeted room that contained nothing but a few cardboard boxes, a bag of golf clubs and a carton of nappies. It smelled of fresh paint and had a large window. ‘This is the best view,’ she said.


It looked directly down on to the cemetery with its neat rows of headstones in sharp contrast to the crumbling graveyard at the front. Twenty feet away, two workmen were finishing erecting the screen. Kate felt frustrated that she could still see nothing beyond it. There was a gate at the end of the cemetery guarded by another policeman.


A flap in the canvas parted, and a distraught-looking young man in a business suit came out and wandered around aimlessly, oblivious of the rain. Eddie pulled out the telescopic leg of his monopod and screwed the base-plate on to a Nikon.


‘That might be the husband, in the suit,’ Kate said.


‘I’ll shoot everyone I see.’


‘I want to try to talk to him. Catch up with you later?’


He nodded abstractly, concentrating on his gear.


She let herself out, went to the next door house and rang the doorbell. There was no answer. She tried the next one and a woman with greying hair answered.


Kate smiled. ‘Sorry to bother you. I’m from the Sussex Evening News.’


‘No, not interested,’ she said in a deep, faintly horsey voice and started to close the door.


‘I’m not selling anything. I’m a reporter. I was wondering if you knew anything –’


‘Sorry. Absolutely not interested.’ The door shut with a firm click.


‘Cow,’ Kate muttered under her breath and moved on to the next house. A bouncy, cheerful woman with short brown hair and neat brown clothes opened the door.


‘Oh yes, the raps!’ she said in a voice that smacked of women’s guilds and fetes and church roof fund-raising. ‘Can’t actually say I’ve heard them myself. Have you been to the cottages?’


‘The flint ones opposite the church?’


‘Yes. Number twelve, Mrs Herrige. She’s absolutely certain she heard someone crying out a few days ago. Problem is she’s a bit —you know?’ She tapped the side of her head.


‘Could I make a note of your name?’


‘Pamela Weston. Mrs.’


‘Do you think this woman might have been buried alive?’


She tilted her head to one side, then the other. ‘It’s an awful thought, isn’t it? I hope not. Gosh, I can’t think of anything more awful. I mean, how would she breathe? Do people think she might still be alive?’


‘They seem to be going to a lot of trouble,’ Kate replied.


‘Let me know, would you, if you hear anything?’


Kate promised she would, then went down the road, to the flint cottages, to try to interview Mrs Herrige at number twelve.


Mrs Herrige had heard raps; an SOS in morse code, repeated regularly. She’d also heard moans and cries for help. And she’d seen visions of Jesus. He visited her regularly, giving her urgent advice for mankind. Once he’d even visited her when she was on the lavatory with a message that could not wait. Mrs Herrige pressed upon Kate the importance of printing these messages in her newspaper. Kate assured her she would mention it to the editor.


She covered the rest of the cottages, and the houses in the close. One other person, a retired dentist, thought he had heard something but could not be quite sure. Everyone knew of someone who had heard something.


At eleven fifteen she used the portable telephone she had signed out to dictate her first report to a copytaker at the office and spoke to Geoff Fox, the news editor, who told her to stay with the story.


She managed to get the policeman on guard to confirm that the man in the suit behind the screens was Sally Donaldson’s husband, then waited by the entrance of the churchyard for him to come out.


During the next hour a couple of other local reporters turned up. Kate knew them and they traded the scant information they had. All except one bit she kept back: that Sally Donaldson’s husband was here, behind the screens.


Her first piece appeared, considerably edited and condensed on page five of the midday edition. It was a single column of fourteen lines, headed: PLEA OVER BRIDE’S GRAVE


The body of tragic bride Sally Donaldson is to be exhumed following stories of rapping sounds in St Anne’s Church graveyard, Brighton.


Sally, 23, died on 14 October at Brighton’s Prince Regent Hospital following complications caused by pregnancy.


The request for the exhumation was made by the vicar of St Anne’s, the Rev Neil Comfort. The East Sussex coroner has given the go-ahead.




Chapter Eight


Dusk seeped through the windows into the silent laboratory. The dull, pungent reek of formalin hung in the room. Bunsen burners with red rubber tubing sat neatly spaced down the long wooden work benches. Racks of test tubes stood on the shelves above, and rows of glass-stoppered bottles with typewritten labels. Hydrochloric acid. Potassium chloride. Zinc oxide. One shelf contained a row of jars in which several dead frogs lay pickled.


It was quiet outside, too, as if all time was waiting for him. He stared around at the shelves, the jars, the chemicals, the instruments. Science. Knowledge. Harvey Swire felt a tingling excitement, and breathed in the formalin as if it were a fine perfume.


The word PHOTOSYNTHESIS was chalked on a blackboard. The power of nature. Life within life. There was a point, a definitive point, at which you could see the life force vanish. But that did not mean death had started. Death was elusive.


The frog wriggled in his closed hand. He felt tremors pulsing through its body; fear and energy. Its mouth opened and shut, its glands secreted slime, it blinked, flexed its membranous legs. It wanted to escape, to be free; in a moment part of it would escape, would be free.


In the quad below a boy’s voice pierced the silence with a single shout. Another voice replied. The frog wriggled again. The clock on the wall said eight forty-five. Harvey had to be back in the house by nine for evening roll call.


He dropped the frog into the perspex bowl of the Kenwood blender, pushed the lid on tightly and put the blender on the weigh scales. He placed the weights on the other end, carefully. Four pounds, three ounces, seven grammes. He had already weighed the blender and the frog separately. The frog jumped up against the glass, its feet kicking the sharp motionless blade at the base.


Harvey plugged the flex into a wall socket and the green warning light on the side of the blender came on. He stared at his weight measurements, barely looking at the frog, and gripped the on–off toggle switch on the side of the blender with his index finger and thumb.


A shadow moved, startling him. He turned. It was Mr Stipple, his biology master, in a paisley bow tie and linen jacket, an acid, rather arrogant man with slicked centre-parted hair and small, neat features. He walked forwards a few paces on crêpe-soled shoes. ‘Good evening, Swire. Working rather late?’


‘I’m doing an experiment, sir,’ Harvey said.


‘Ah.’ He peered into the blender. ‘Would you care to explain your experiment to me?’


Harvey glared defiantly at the master. The frog jumped; he took his fingers off the switch.


‘This is a cookery experiment? You are making amphibian soup?’


‘I’m conducting a weight-loss experiment, sir,’ he said.


The master peered more closely at the frog. ‘A weight-loss experiment?’


‘I’m measuring change at the moment of death.’


‘In a food mixer?’


‘By killing the frog in this sealed container and without adding or removing anything from it, I should be able to detect whether there is a loss of weight or mass at the point of death.’


‘And what would loss of weight or mass at the point of death prove, Swire?’ He always spoke a decibel higher than was necessary, as if for the benefit of an unseen audience.


‘It might prove that the frog has a soul.’


‘A soul?’ the master echoed, astounded. ‘You believe it is possible a frog has a soul?’


‘I think it’s possible all living creatures have souls, sir.’


‘Did you ever read Pope, Swire?’


‘No, sir.’


‘You should, boy. “Like following life through creatures you dissect, you lose it in the moment you detect.”’


‘You dissect animals all the time in here, sir.’


Mr Stipple raised a finger in the air. ‘For a reason, Swire. Only for a reason.’


‘I have a reason,’ Harvey said.


‘This laboratory is for the purpose of O- and A-level exam syllabus studies, Swire. It is not a place for sick games.’


‘I’m not playing sick games.’


‘I don’t think liquidising a frog in a blender can be considered serious scientific research, Swire. Is this one of our frogs?’


‘I collected it myself, sir.’


‘I suggest you hurry back to your house, Swire. It’s nearly nine. And let your frog free on the way. Where did the food mixer come from?’


‘It’s mine, sir. From home.’


‘I think I’ll hold on to it.’


Harvey left the laboratory tight-lipped, went down the stone steps and out into the quad. He released the frog reluctantly into some bushes and walked quickly towards his school house.


The biology master watched him from the mullioned window of the Victorian gothic building. The boy disturbed him; disturbed everyone. He was bright, could be quite brilliant at times when he concentrated, but usually he was lost in a world of his own. He’d always been a bit of an introvert, with a rather strange manner that several of the masters remarked on as being menacing. But since his accident he had definitely worsened, coming up with bizarre ideas, asking strange questions. He should have been concentrating on his A-level syllabus; instead he seemed to have become obsessed with death.


Perhaps, to be fair, he was still disturbed by the loss of his mother.


A huddle of boys stood furtively by the side door. Harvey saw a red glow, and smelled a wisp of cigarette smoke. Several of his colleagues glanced round as he walked up the path. One of them said, ‘Here comes the zombie!’


There was a titter of laughter.


‘Hey, Harvey, how’s your friend God? Is He going to help you pass your exams?’


‘Hey, Harve,’ shouted another, Horstead. ‘Anderson said that people who come back from the dead are zombies. He thinks you must be a zombie!’


Harvey said nothing.


Walls Minor wrinkled his nose and sniffed. ‘He’s dead smelly!’


‘No he’s not, he’s a dead bore!’


Laughter followed him into the lobby. They were ignorant. Everyone in this school was ignorant.


The laughter stayed with him as he lay in his bed later, restless, unable to sleep. The plaster had been off for two weeks and his arm ached like hell. It hurt to lie on it, and he rolled on to his back, but his arm, unsupported now, hurt even more. He rolled on to his right side, but the pressure on his broken ribs was too much and he stifled a cry of pain.


In the darkness he could hear the breathing of his five dormitory mates. Dacre was snoring noisily and irregularly, sucking the warm night air through his clogged adenoids. Someone to his left, Powell or Walls Minor, shifted and the bedsprings clanked. It was a still, hot night, and through the curtainless windows he could see the chestnut tree glazed like porcelain under the glare of the moon.


He closed his eyes and tried to sleep again, but the intense moonlight seemed to burn through his skull into his brain. He saw Mr Stipple in his natty bow tie and imagined torturing him with acids and scalpels; in his mind he could hear his screams of pain, could feel him wriggling, the life sliding out of him, and he smiled and nearly drifted into sleep.


Then a fresh anger rose through him. His friends smirking, whispering to each other as he came along, sniggering behind his back as he walked past.


He was not sure when it had started – whether it was after he had told them about his experiences or after he had hit Reckett. Reckett with his enormous circumcised cock and his sexual conquests, who’d sniggered the loudest when he told them what had happened, what he had seen.


‘Did you get to screw Angie when you were up there in heaven, Harve?’ Horstead had jeered. ‘Because Reckett’s been shafting her rigid whilst you’ve been in hospital. Says she goes like a stoat.’


Reckett was taller and heavier, but Harvey had hurt him badly, blackened an eye, even though he’d been virtually one-handed. His friends had been startled. He had, too; he’d never hit anyone before. Never really hit someone the way he’d hit Reckett.


He should have kept quiet about what had happened to him. It had been dumb telling them, trying to imagine they would understand. They were stupid, would always be stupid. They had no interest in understanding life.


His mind drifted back to his accident again, the way it did all the time, endlessly replaying the details. The car with its dull green paintwork and the woman driver through the windscreen with her newly coiffed hair, smoking a cigarette. He felt the slam, saw the woman’s face closer, the windscreen exploding into brilliant white sparks. His own body dropping away beneath him like a shadow. Mrs Matthey, his housemaster’s wife, running out of the front door, tripping, sprawling. The doctor in his blue blazer kneeling over him, turning to Mrs Matthey.


Then his mother walking towards him, with her blonde tresses of hair, her smile. The dark shadowy shapes; the icy hands pulling him away.


Harvey had been summoned to his housemaster’s study earlier that day. Mr Matthey was a tall man with a large nose, a furrowed forehead and a permanently bemused and slightly hostile expression. A few solitary strands of hair had been laid across his bald dome like fishermen’s rope left out to dry. He dug both his large hands into the pockets of his Harris tweed jacket as he spoke, making the shoulders lopsided. He told Harvey he was sorry about his accident, but hoped he wasn’t intending using that as an excuse when he failed to get the grades in his exams, as, in Mr Matthey’s opinion, clearly shared by Mr Stipple and apparently the rest of his teachers, he most certainly would.


A levels started in just over one week’s time. Harvey was taking physics, chemistry and biology. To get into Queen’s medical school he needed a minimum of one A and two Bs.


The light in the dormitory darkened as if a cloud was passing in front of the moon. He felt pressure in his ears and a numb silence.


Then a sensation of floating.


The window slid by beneath him like a door in an elevator shaft. He could see shapes asleep below him. His dormitory mates.


Himself.


He stared at them, fascinated, then something pressed down on his back. It was the ceiling. For a moment he thought it had lowered, then he realised, puzzled, that he had drifted up against it.


His body lay motionless and he was afraid suddenly.


Dead.


Really died this time.


He thought of Angie. Horstead’s goading. ‘Reckett’s been shafting her rigid …’


Dead.


He saw his bedclothes rise and fall. His mouth moved slightly, quivered. The liquid ceiling held him suspended. He wanted to be back in his body; panic rippled through him. He tried to wake, but nothing happened. He looked around the dormitory for help. Walls Minor. Dacre. Powell. Horstead. Smith. All asleep.


Dreaming, he thought.


Just a weird dream. He tried to sink back down towards his body. Instead he drifted forwards across the dormitory. He passed above Walls Minor who was sleeping on his back, his mouth open, hands neatly above the sheets like a dormouse.


The wall was getting closer, coming up fast; he stretched out his hands, could see them clearly, trying to fend himself away.


His hands disappeared into the wall.


Then his face was going into the wall, being sucked in as if it were a magnet. The wall was no longer solid. He could see millions of particles which parted in front of him; they looked silky soft but he could not feel them.


In spirit, he thought. I’m in spirit. Astral.


He went through the layer of plaster, then the bricks, then more plaster and was out in the next dormitory. Reckett was beneath him, mouth open, eye bruised. Harvey drifted over more beds, through another wall, into the washrooms. He drifted towards a mirror which shone like water in the moonlight, looked in it for his reflection.


Nothing.


He moved closer. Still nothing. He was travelling into the clear glass, then the reflector, then the wall behind and out into the landing beyond. It was dark, but he could see clearly. It was unfamiliar, doors were closed, there was patterned wallpaper; a pot stand; pictures of flowers on the walls. He was in the private quarters of Mr and Mrs Matthey, he realised.


He stopped outside a panelled door, then drifted towards it. Going through it was like staring into a microscope; he could see the layers of paint, five of white and one of green, then the grains of the raw wood beneath; strands moved out of the way as if they were tendrils of seaweed parting for a snorkler and he drifted silently through them into a large dark bedroom, with the curtains closed.


He felt the ceiling above him, and it stabilised him, gave him a bearing. Below him two figures were in bed. He grinned, nearly sniggered out loud. Mr Matthey, his housemaster, lay sleeping on his back, snoring hoarsely, the sound echoing around in the quietness of the room. Mrs Matthey, her hair in a net, lay with her head on her hands as if she had fallen asleep saying her prayers. On the table beside her was a copy of Sons and Lovers.


Mr Matthey’s snoring stopped abruptly, and he stirred, opening his eyes. Harvey squirmed, embarrassed, frightened he might be spotted, or wake up and find he had sleep-walked here. His housemaster’s eyes closed again.


Harvey drifted back through the wall into the landing and stopped, rested against the ceiling, except he realised he did not need to rest. He seemed able to stay suspended at any height he liked, with no effort.


He turned and drifted into another wall, paint, plaster, brick parting effortlessly for him and he was outside, above a rhododendron bush close to the front door. He could see Mr Matthey’s Dormobile parked below; light and shadow from the street lamps on the pavement. Two cats were fighting somewhere.


He felt afraid.


Then he told himself to relax again, enjoy the dream.


Just a dream.


He drifted down the street towards the main school buildings. The teachers’ common room was ahead. It was an imposing building, like a large gatehouse with an arch for carriages in the middle. The common room was directly above the arch. Boys were not allowed in the building; there were rumours of what it was like inside but no one was sure, and masters, when asked, would smile politely, keeping their little secret.


Light was shining through the upstairs window. Harvey drifted towards it and went in through the glass and the stone mullions. The room was disappointingly dull. There was a long table in the middle with old, leather-covered chairs arranged around it, and several smaller groups of armchairs and coffee tables, a mix of styles, periods, jumble sale stuff mostly. He could see only two people in the room, Mr Stipple and Mr Duncton, the physics master, seated in armchairs next to each other.


Mr Stipple sat forward in his chair, sipping a cup of coffee and smoking a cigarette. Mr Duncton, a portly widower in his sixties, was cradling a beer tumbler, his head lowered, his three chins concertinaed into each other. His voice was deep and ponderous. ‘Are you the master in charge of exams again this year?’


‘Yes,’ said Mr Stipple.


‘Have the physics O and A levels arrived yet?’


‘Yes.’


‘Ah.’ He shook his beer glass, swilling the last drops around, then drained them and stood up. ‘Well, that’s me done for the night.’ He walked on unsteady legs across the room and put the glass down on a bar top cluttered with empty glasses and full ashtrays. ‘I don’t suppose you saw the instructions for the practical examinations? Would they have arrived with the papers or separately?’


‘I didn’t look, I’m afraid.’


Mr Duncton hesitated by the door. ‘Ah, no hurry. I just never seem to have enough time to get prepared. If you could let me have them a few days before …’


‘I’ll dig them out for you now and let you have them in the morning.’


‘Jolly decent of you, thanks. Leave you to lock up then?’ He wandered out and closed the door behind him.


Mr Stipple finished his cigarette and coffee and walked across the room. Harvey followed him into a small lobby, then down a short dark passageway. At the end was a heavy oak door which the biology master opened to reveal a tall, old-fashioned metal safe. He unlocked it and removed several large, fat, brown envelopes and laid them on the floor. The typed address on the top one said: ‘The Headmaster, Wesley School’, and in neat handwriting on the front someone had added the words CHEMISTRY 1.


Mr Stipple glanced furtively over his shoulder, slipped his hand in and pulled out a printed sheet of folded paper. Harvey could read it clearly over his shoulder. He felt a thrill of excitement, afraid Mr Stipple might look up and spot him.



OXFORD AND CAMBRIDGE SCHOOLS EXAMINATION BOARD
General Certificate Examination
Advanced Level
CHEMISTRY 1
Monday, 3 July 1967. 2¾ hours
Answer six questions
Write on only one side of the paper


Harvey began reading the questions.


1. What is meant by the terms ‘atomic number, atomic weight and isotopes’?


2. Describe briefly the preparation of methyl cyanide (acetonitrile) starting from (a) methanol, and (b) ethanol.


The biology master was reading them too, nodding to himself, and knew he shouldn’t be doing that because he kept glancing around. He reached the end of the first side, where the words in heavy black type said turn over. He opened it out and Harvey could see pages two and three. Crazy hallucination; he allowed himself a smile.


Mr Stipple folded the sheet and put it back into the envelope. Then he took out in turn the other exam papers for chemistry, physics and biology and read through them. Harvey memorised the questions as best he could. To his surprise he could repeat the questions straight back, as if he had photographed them with his mind.


Waste of time, he thought. Memorising exam questions that did not exist.


He read the last paper. It was getting darker, harder to read and he was suddenly afraid. Something was behind him, something dark, menacing, blocking his path.


He tried to move out of its way, but it was closing in on him. He slid sideways, but instead of drifting through the wall, he was being absorbed into it as if it were blotting him up. He went through the paint and plaster into thick stone. It was getting darker. The menacing thing was still behind him.


Then hands clutched him. Icy hands. He could feel them. Feeling had returned. Cold air blew around him. Hands gripped him tightly and he had to struggle to break free of them, struggle to get away. He heard his mother’s voice as if she were whispering in his ear.


‘Darling, God is very unhappy with you.’


Dark shapes were pulling him, jostling him.


‘She doesn’t want you,’ said a harsh voice.


‘She doesn’t ever want to see you again,’ said another.


He turned in terror. The molecules around him were becoming heavier, more cloying, as if they were trying to hold him, to prevent him from getting out. Wanting to keep him encased in this stone wall for ever.


He screamed.


Cold, so cold.


He screamed again. Then again.


‘Harve, shut up!’


‘For God’s sake, Harve.’


Someone grunted. A light snapped on. A figure was standing above him. Dacre in striped pyjamas. Cold sweat was pouring down Harvey’s face, down his body. He was drenched.


‘All right, Harve?’ Dacre said.


‘A dream,’ Harvey whispered. ‘Nightmare.’ More bedsprings clanked.


‘Who put the fucking light on?’ someone said.


‘OK?’ Dacre asked Harvey.


Harvey made no reply. He was thinking, trying to go back to the dream. The exam pages ran through his brain. Clear, vividly clear.


State Snell’s Law of refraction and define refractive index.


Tabulate two differences and two similarities in the chemistry of carbon and silicon.


What do you understand by the term ‘adaptive radiation’?


Discuss adaptations in mouth parts and legs in those insects with which you are familiar.


‘OK, Harve?’ Dacre said again, more insistently. ‘You were really screaming, you know. What were you dreaming about?’


‘Yeah, OK,’ Harvey said, trying to concentrate on the replay that was going on in his mind; scrolling through the examination questions. Physics; chemistry; biology. He waited until his dormitory mates were sleeping again then climbed out of bed, pushed his feet into his slippers, padded out of the dormitory and along the dark corridor to the tiny study he shared with Dacre.


He pushed open the door, went in and closed it behind him, laid a towel carefully along the bottom to blot out the light, then switched on his Anglepoise, sat at his desk and began to write the questions down.




Chapter Nine


Monday, 22 October


By two thirty p.m. the knot of reporters gathered outside the churchyard were inventing rumour for lack of fact. Someone said his contact at the police had told him the dead woman, Sally Donaldson, had been murdered by her husband; poisoned. It was a life assurance job, he announced with certainty.


Kate dug her hands deeper into her raincoat pocket and hugged herself tightly, envying Eddie Bix his warm, dry perch in the house overlooking the cemetery. Sally Donaldson’s husband had not yet emerged from behind the screens. Word had leaked out that he was in there and the pack was now waiting for him.


The morning’s rain had stopped; the wind had moved round to the north-east and turned colder, and dark autumnal clouds were shovelling the daylight out of the sky. Kate had snatched a twenty-minute lunch break in a pub down the road and had wolfed down some mulligatawny soup, which was still burning the roof of her mouth, and a limp ham salad which had failed to stop her feeling hungry.


Cars lined the road, belonging to the press mostly, and a van, bristling with aerials, from Radio Sussex. There was a faint whiff of beer in the air and snatches of cigarette smoke. It was a quiet news day, and the reporters were hanging around until a better story came along.


‘I had an aunt who was declared dead when she wasn’t,’ announced Rodney Sparrow of the Mid-Sussex Times. Kate never knew whether to take him seriously. ‘She was laid out in the morgue for a post mortem. When the pathologist made his first incision into her, she sat up, grabbed him by the throat and asked him what the ’eck he thought he was doin’. Honest!’


‘Hypothermia,’ said another journalist, one Kate did not recognise, a hulking night-club bouncer of a man with a scarred face, and a thick Geordie accent. ‘A doctor told me hypothermia can slow the pulse down to one beat an hour, and they can miss that when they’re certifying death, y’know.’


‘Often happens in wartime, people getting buried alive,’ wheezed Harry Oakes, a tubby reporter for the Eastbourne Gazette. ‘Wounded soldiers. Their comrades have to deal with them in a hurry and they don’t always notice someone’s still breathing. If you haven’t had medical training it’s not always easy. I was in Arnhem when they opened up some war graves in fifty-two. It was horrible. At least half a dozen of the skeletons were in crouched positions and there were scratch marks on the inside of the coffins. Poor buggers.’


‘It happens in hot countries too, someone told me,’ said Shane Hewitt from the Evening Argus. ‘Where they have to bury them within two days by law. They reckon quite a few come round in their coffins.’


‘How long could you survive, buried alive?’ Kate said, frowning in horror.


‘Not more’n a couple of hours,’ said Rodney Sparrow. ‘Not much air in a coffin.’


‘Bollocks,’ said the bouncer. ‘You could survive for days.’


‘It’s bloody small in a coffin,’ Sparrow said. ‘Work out the displacement volume. Compare it to a couple of aqualung cylinders.’


‘Yeah, but if you was pushin’, you’d probably get the lid up a bit, wouldn’t you, and that would let air in.’


‘They nail ’em on pretty tight,’ said Shane Hewitt. ‘You’d have that and the weight of earth.’


‘They don’t nail them, they screw them on.’


‘Anyhow, you’d die of dehydration even if you got air,’ said Sparrow. He nodded towards the graveyard. ‘How long’s she been down?’


‘Since last Tuesday afternoon. About seven days.’


‘Well, there’s no chance now, is there? Even if she had been alive.’


‘Someone heard rappings this morning.’


‘Yeah? Who was that?’


Shane Hewitt pointed to the cottages across the road. ‘The woman in number twelve.’


‘She’s a fucking fruitcake,’ said Jim Barnhope from the West Sussex Gazette. ‘Kate’s already spoke to her.’


‘I have, too,’ said Gail Cohen from Radio Sussex. ‘She’s out of her tree.’


‘Tell you something,’ said Harry Oakes in his hoarse voice, cigarette bobbing in his mouth as he spoke. ‘I’m going to be cremated after what I’ve seen. I don’t want to be down there like those boys from Arnhem, scratching their fingers raw.’ He winked at Kate. She grinned back bravely.


‘I dunno ’bout cremation,’ Jim Barnhope said. ‘Fancy waking up in the coffin knowing you’re going into the oven. Feelin’ the heat. The flames coming through the coffin walls at you. Best to be embalmed; that’s all right, being embalmed; if you aren’t dead by the time they start, you are when they’ve finished.’


‘Same if you have a post mortem.’


Harry Oakes looked at Kate. ‘You guys going to stay here the whole time?’


She shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’


‘I have to get over to Eastbourne. A council meeting. Got your mobile?’


‘Yes.’


‘Mind if I call you later and see if anything’s doing?’


‘Sure,’ she said through gritted teeth, knowing he’d probably spend the evening with his feet up in front of the telly and cash in on her story – or what she let him have of it. On the other hand he was knowledgeable and had given her good advice before. And his paper paid her when he used anything.


‘I interviewed this spiritualist geezer,’ said Shane Hewitt. ‘He reckons the spirit hangs round until the funeral.’


‘What number did you say was the woman who’d heard the raps?’ Jim Barnhope asked Kate.


‘Twelve,’ Kate said.


‘Thanks.’ His voice dropped almost to a whisper. ‘I’ve heard Princess Di might be in Worthing on Saturday; some old school friend getting married. Trying to keep it quiet …’ He tapped the side of his nose.


‘Thanks,’ she said.


Barnhope winked and sauntered across the road. Kate watched him and smiled to herself, wondering if he’d have any better luck with the batty woman.


‘Well, if it’s not the lovely Kate!’


She felt a friendly hand on her shoulder and turned round. It was a reporter she had worked with for her first week on the News, who had then moved to the Daily Mail. Patrick Donoghue.


‘Patrick! What are you doing here?’


‘I was in the area and heard there was a story. Is there?’


‘Not yet, but there might be.’


At five foot ten, he was five inches taller than Kate. His short brown hair, parted slightly off centre, had been dishevelled by the wind and rain, and strands hung forward in damp flick-curls either side of his parting, framing his forehead.


Thirty years old, sturdy and wiry, pitted with a few pockmarks from childhood acne, he had beat-up, weathered good looks, a no-nonsense but kind expression and a twinkle of humour in his alert green eyes that betrayed his Irish ancestry. He wore a battered greatcoat over an equally battered tweed jacket and ribbed blue jumper, corduroy trousers and scuffed brogues. He clutched a mobile phone in his fist. He could as easily have passed for an off-duty soldier as a newspaper reporter.


He had been kind to Kate in that first week, gone out of his way to help her, and she had bumped into him briefly a couple of times since, once covering a court hearing and once door-stepping the prime minister at a party conference. There was a rebellious streak and a trace of mischievous immaturity in him that touched a nerve of recognition inside herself, and attracted her to him. He seemed to have got better looking than ever since she had last seen him.


There was a sharp warble and he raised his mobile phone to his ear. ‘Donoghue,’ he said, capped his hand over his other ear and pivoted round, trying to improve the signal. ‘Take me about an hour,’ he said into the phone, ‘if I went now … No, nothing so far.’ He stared at Kate. ‘Yup, could probably sort something out. Right. Is John Passmore back from lunch yet? No, it’s all right, I’ll talk to him later.’ He pressed the end button then lowered the phone. ‘Marching orders.’


Kate raised her eyebrows, teasingly and a little disappointed. ‘A better story?’


He tilted his head back a fraction. ‘There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than hanging around in wet graveyards.’


‘As long as someone else hangs around for you?’


‘Actually, I was coming to that. Any chance you could string this one for me if it turns into something?’


‘I’d have to be discreet,’ she said. ‘There have been some ructions at the paper about other reporters.’


‘You don’t want to worry about that. Usual rates. It’s good money.’


She smiled. ‘Sure.’


‘It helps get you known in London. You don’t want to be chasing fire engines in Sussex all your life.’


‘When I could be chasing them in London?’


‘Bigger fires.’ He grinned. ‘Bell me if there’s anything doing.’


‘What about this better story you’re going to?’


‘Off your patch. South London.’


‘Hey!’ she said indignantly. ‘We’re not hill-billies. I am allowed to cover South London if it’s newsworthy enough.’


‘It’s a cat stuck on a roof.’ He winked and was gone.


Kate went into the church to get some relief from the weather and found the verger polishing the communion chalice, a wispy-haired man in his late sixties who looked as if he once might have been plump but now was almost emaciated. He was happy to talk. He thought he might have heard some thuds on the Tuesday evening after Sally Donaldson’s funeral, but had said nothing for a few days until he’d discovered that there were others who had also heard something. He had known Sally Donaldson all her life, gave Kate a potted biography, the names of several of her relatives and some of their addresses.


As Kate walked back towards the pack there was a sudden murmur of interest as a blue Vauxhall pulled up and Dennis Falk, the police spokesman, climbed out. The reporters clustered around him like moths at a lamp before he had even closed the door of his car. He was rather sly-looking, with slick, thinning hair and a new blue mackintosh. He held up a placatory hand. ‘OK,’ he said, and took a folded sheet of paper from his jacket. ‘I have a statement.’


An ex-reporter himself, he knew most of the journalists. He read from the sheet. ‘Following reports of unaccountable sounds from the deceased’s grave, and a request from the deceased’s husband, the East Sussex coroner, Dr Stanley Gibson, has issued an order for the exhumation of the remains of Mrs Sally Donaldson, buried on October the sixteenth of this year. The Home Office has granted a licence in accordance with section twenty-five of the Burial Act of eighteen fifty-seven for the exhumation to be carried out after dusk this evening, Monday October the twenty-second, and before daybreak tomorrow, Tuesday, October the twenty-third.’ He folded the sheet of paper and tucked it back into his pocket.


There was a brief silence. A police car came down the hill and parked opposite.


‘Can you tell us why the exhumation isn’t going to be carried out until dusk, Mr Falk?’ Kate said.


He gave a weaselly, patronising grin, which infuriated her. He seemed to revel in keeping information to himself. ‘All exhumations in this country are carried out after dark for privacy and to minimise distress to the general public.’


‘But Mr Falk, rappings have been heard coming from the grave. Isn’t this an emergency? Shouldn’t the digging start right away if there is any chance of her being alive?’


‘I understand the coroner has studied the medical reports and evidence and has drawn his own conclusions. In his opinion there is no evidence to support a theory of premature burial, nor is there any possibility that Mrs Sally Donaldson could still be alive.’


‘Will the press be allowed in?’ Jim Barnhope asked.


Falk crossed his hands behind his back and stuck his small chest out. He leaned back slightly on his grey shoes. ‘The churchyard will be closed to the public at dusk, and the press are requested not to attempt to photograph beyond the screens.’


‘Er, Mr Falk,’ said Rodney Sparrow in a respectful voice, ‘we understand that Mr Kevin Donaldson, the deceased’s husband, is in the cemetery at the moment. We would all like to have a comment from him.’


‘Mr Donaldson is in a state of considerable emotional distress. He has made it known that he does not wish to speak to anyone at the present time.’


A white Volvo estate pulled up, followed by a green van. Two sombre men in black suits got out of the Volvo, their faces stiff, like setting plaster. Three men in overalls climbed out of the van, opened the rear doors and began unloading heavy plastic sacks on to the pavement.


Roy Pinner from the Leader leaned towards Kate. ‘Ground lime. Full of germs, graves. If you get infected from a rotting body, you’d be dead within minutes. Most infectious thing in the world.’


‘Mr Falk, why aren’t the press being allowed in?’ someone asked.


‘Standard regulations, for privacy and hygiene reasons.’


‘Can you tell us who will be allowed in?’


‘Only gravediggers, the undertakers, immediate relatives, the coroner’s officer and an environmental health officer.’


The men in overalls unloaded a large oblong chipboard box from the van and carried it into the graveyard. Kate watched with morbid fascination.


The photographic department of the Evening News had checked the records and found a wedding photograph of the couple on file. Kate had not yet seen it. She wondered what Sally Donaldson looked like, tried to imagine for a moment the girl alive in the tiny dark box under the earth behind the screen. Would she be aware of the activity going on up here? Kate stared again across the churchyard. She couldn’t be alive. God, please not.


The men in overalls returned and carried the sacks of ground lime behind the green screens. The story was behind the screens, she realised. That’s where the drama and the emotion – and the horror – would take place. Behind the screens they would dig up the coffin and open the lid.


She slipped away from the other journalists, who continued to lob questions at Falk, walked around to the close and borrowed the keys to the staff Ford from Eddie Bix, who was still at his perch in the back room overlooking the cemetery. Then she went back down the road, climbed into the Ford, switched on her telephone and dialled directory enquiries.


A few minutes later, the number she wanted was ringing. A sharp voice answered: ‘Environmental Health Office.’


‘I’d like to speak to Barry Liverstock, please.’


There was a click, then a long silence. The reception on her portable was poor and the line fizzed, died, fizzed again. A secretary quizzed her, then she heard the Deputy Director of the Environmental Health Office’s voice, leaden and pensive. ‘Liverstock,’ he said.


‘Mr Liverstock, it’s Kate Hemingway from the Evening News.’


‘Oh, yes, how are you?’ His voice lifted several notches on the enthusiasm scale.


She saw him clearly in her mind. A self-important swaggerer of a man, with lank blond curls and a lechy grin, and a wedding band that was thick and vulgar. He’d leaned across his oceanic desk and suggested a quiet lunch one day. Kate hadn’t accepted but had not declined either; she believed in keeping doors open.


‘I’m fine, thanks,’ Kate said. ‘Did you like the piece on the traffic pollution monitoring scheme? Your “Breath of fresh air in Brighton” campaign?’


‘It was great. I had no idea you were going to give us so much space.’


‘I persuaded my editor it was really important,’ Kate lied. It was only due to a threatened libel writ that the planned page five feature had been pulled at the last moment and her piece, the first interview she had done for the Sussex Evening News, had gone in. ‘Actually, that’s why I’m calling. You said that if you could ever return the favour … ?’


‘Yerss?’ His voice slowed, dubious now.


‘It’s only a tiny little favour.’


There was an uncomfortable silence.


‘I might be able to do another piece,’ she said.


He wasn’t biting. She could feel the sudden coldness down the other end, and cursed herself for trying to do it over the phone. She should have gone and seen him, she knew. ‘Are you in your office all afternoon?’


‘I have a meeting at four.’


‘I could be with you in twenty minutes.’


‘Yes, all right, I suppose,’ he said reluctantly.


Barry Liverstock’s office was out of character with the dingy institutional block that housed it. It was large and airy with a view out over the Palace Pier and the sea, and plushly carpeted in cornflower blue. The furniture was teak and his desk was swanky with a small conference table in front. The walls were lined with framed photographs of greyhounds, and there was a row of silver-plated cups and shields above a bookshelf. A pair of silver greyhound paperweights sat on his desk beside leather-framed photographs of a pleasant-looking woman and two small girls.


He stood up as his secretary showed Kate in. Kate had tidied herself up in the washroom downstairs, undone an extra button on her blouse, and as she sat in the soft chair in front of his desk she hitched her skirt as high up her black leggings as she dared.


He leaned back in his chair in a white shirt and loud tie. He was wearing rhinestone cufflinks and a gold bracelet hung from his wrist; he was even larger than she remembered, plumper and pastier faced. ‘What can I do for you?’ he asked, running his eyes over her as if she were a whore wheeled out for inspection. He stared at her cleavage and she felt cheap and embarrassed.


‘I want a job.’


He frowned. ‘Not happy with the paper?’


‘I’m very happy with the paper.’ She forced a smile. ‘I just need something temporary. I –’ She paused. ‘I want to work for you for the next twenty-four hours.’


He continued ripping her clothes off with his eyes. ‘Work for me?’


‘I want you to employ me, in your department – for twenty-four hours.’ She looked away, out of the window, then back at him.


‘You want to shadow someone?’ He was staring at her legs.


‘Just for twenty-four hours?’


‘Why?’


‘I need an ID card, or a letter, that says I work here.’


He cradled his chin in his hand. ‘What are you up to?’


Kate moved so more of her cleavage was showing. ‘There’s an exhumation this evening. I want to be there.’


‘Sally Donaldson?’ He took a packet of Rothman’s cigarettes and a disposable lighter from the breast pocket of his shirt. ‘I can’t do it that quickly. We have very stringent procedures. I’d have to go through the channels – it would take a few days.’


Kate tossed her head back in a deliberate careless gesture. ‘Oh, I thought you had the power, that you ran this outfit.’ She shrugged and his face turned a little pink.


‘I do run it,’ he said testily. His eyes were drawn back down to her legs. They flicked up to her face, down to her legs then up again. He smirked knowingly. ‘What would be in it for me?’


‘An interview with you, perhaps.’


‘How about over lunch?’


Their eyes met. Kate felt a heel. ‘I’m sure I could arrange something,’ she said, giving him more of a come-on smile than she had intended.


He picked up his phone, punched a number and leaned back. ‘Brenda, who’s doing the exhumation tonight? Judith Pickford? Put her on, will you?’ He lit a cigarette. ‘Judith, I’ve got a –’ – he hesitated – ‘writer who’s doing a study on exhumation. Would you mind taking her along with you this evening?’ He inhaled deeply then blew the smoke up at the ceiling. ‘No, don’t worry. I’ll give her a letter saying she’s shadowing you. I don’t think anyone’ll bother too much.’


He hung up, then pressed another button and Kate heard a sharp buzz through the door. His secretary’s voice crackled through the intercom.


‘Hallo?’


‘Could you do a quick letter for me,’ he said, and winked at Kate.




Chapter Ten


Harvey Swire joined the line of boys filing into the school hall. They were dressed either in navy blazers or the standard school herringbone jacket and grey flannel trousers. They wore black ties with a single coloured stripe repeated down the blade, differing colours denoting the different houses. The morning sun beat down intently; it was going to be a scorcher of a day.


Harvey had polished his shoes and put a clean handkerchief in his pocket. Everyone seemed more neatly turned out than usual, as if tidy dressing might help keep a tidy mind.


He stood next to Dacre. His chum’s pong of sickly sweet Brut did not help the collywobbles in his stomach. The atmosphere was subdued, in spite of the bright warmth of the summer morning. Even Reckett was quiet and his swagger less pronounced.


‘I bet we get a question on gravitation,’ someone said behind Harvey.


‘Not in chemistry.’


‘No – God you’re thick – in physics. You’re taking physics, aren’t you?’


Harvey went up the final stone step, through the narrow entrance and into the large oak-panelled school hall. It was filled with rows of desks, each with two pencils, a fresh white sheet of blotting paper and the chemistry exam paper face downwards. Irritating rays of sunlight streaked through the stained-glass windows, but at least it was cool in the room at the moment. At the end of the hall was the podium used for school plays and for speeches, and today for the invigilator’s desk, on which stood a lonely-looking glass beaker and an unstoppered decanter of water.


The invigilator was a maths master whom Harvey did not know well, a stern, heavily bearded man with gaunt, slavic features. He was staring around the room with the air of a bird of prey guarding its roost.


Harvey found the desk that was to be his workplace for the next fortnight. H. Swire was typed on a white card and sellotaped on the top right-hand corner beside the inkwell. It was a newish desk in a light-coloured wood and had a depressingly pristine smell. He lifted the pencils and put them back down in a slightly different position. Animals mark territory, he thought. Around him feet scuffled, chairs scraped. The hands on the large clock on the wall said nine fifty-five. The invigilator checked his watch.


One of Harvey’s pencils clattered to the floor. He leaned down to pick it up and saw to his annoyance that the point had broken off. His hands were shaking, felt clammy; the minute hand of the clock jerked to nine fifty-six. The invigilator was staring at him.


Harvey looked away, saw Dacre leaning back in his chair sniffing his index finger. Dacre’s girlfriend, Anastasia; he had told everyone he wasn’t going to wash his finger until he saw her again; it was the only part of his body he had not anointed with Brut.


There was a sudden complete hush in the room. The minute hand hung poised on nine fifty-nine. Harvey stared down at the blank sheet of paper; he could see the faint shadow of the black print on the reverse; it was double-folded with another sheet inside; five pages of questions.


Unconsciously, he picked a pencil up and began to chew it. And if it had been just a dream? He would know; in a moment. The questions still burned bright inside his mind and he could recall them in detail, in their exact order; he had written them down and memorised them and swotted up on the answers. If it was these questions, if it really was, then two fingers to Mr Stipple and to Mr Matthey and to everyone else.


The invigilator’s voice cut the silence. ‘You may turn your examination papers over.’


A rustle swept through the room. Harvey turned his over and hunched, hardly daring to look.



OXFORD AND CAMBRIDGE SCHOOLS EXAMINATION BOARD
General Certificate Examination
Advanced Level
CHEMISTRY 1
Monday, 3 July, 1967. 2¾ hours
Answer six questions
Write on only one side of the paper


1. What is meant by the terms ‘atomic number, atomic weight and isotopes’?


2. Describe briefly the preparation of methyl cyanide (acetonitrile) starting from (a) methanol, and (b) ethanol.


Harvey tried to staunch the grin that spread like spilt ink across his face. The invigilator was looking at him again. Harvey read on through the rest of the questions, but by the time he had got halfway through the third sheet, he knew he need not bother to read on any more.


He knew all the questions and all the answers.




Chapter Eleven


Monday, 22 October


It was shortly after five p.m. and almost dark when Kate Hemingway drove the News’s Ford back up the narrow road to St Anne’s church, following the environmental health officer’s blue Renault.


Vehicles were parked on both sides, and they had to go some distance past the church before finding parking spaces. Kate locked the door of the car, turned up her mackintosh collar and pulled down the rain hat she had bought earlier, hoping it would obscure her face enough to avoid being recognised by the other reporters in the falling darkness. The wind was blowing and the steady insistent rain made visibility even worse.


‘All right?’ the environmental health officer, Judith Pickford, said. She was a quiet, serious woman in her mid-thirties, with short brown hair, neatly and warmly dressed and carrying a small umbrella. Kate sensed she was not best pleased at having a shadow foisted on her.


As they walked down the pavement, Kate was tense and nervous. Clammy perspiration built up inside her clothing. A generator roared on the back of a massive truck, and the pavement was strewn with electricity cables running through into the churchyard. There were at least a dozen reporters hanging around; two local radio station vans were parked outside, and a larger TVS television van. It must be a quiet news evening elsewhere, she thought.


The harsh white glow from the floodlights behind the screens backlit the church into a dark and forbidding shadow. Several members of the public were hanging around, watching the general activity, adding to the air of unreality about the whole thing. It felt like a movie set.


Kate hesitated. It had seemed a great idea an hour ago. Now she wasn’t so sure. Did she really want to see what was in the coffin?


A short distance ahead the reporters she had been with earlier looked cold and wet, mostly huddled underneath umbrellas. A couple were sharing a mug of coffee from a Thermos. She ducked her head, trying to hide like a tortoise inside her collar. Three men wearing protective PVC suits, rubber boots and gloves appeared around the side of a van parked in front of the church, and walked in through the gate.


Kate and the environmental health officer followed them. She passed without being noticed Shane Hewitt from the Argus, and Rodney Sparrow from the Mid-Sussex Times, miserably biting a Mars bar, and felt a sudden pleasing sense of smugness and a surge of adrenalin.


She slipped her hand into her inside pocket and checked she still had Barry Liverstock’s letter. ‘Funeral directors,’ she heard one of the men say to the same sour police constable from earlier. He nodded them through, barely glanced at Judith Pickford’s pass and let Kate in without giving her a second glance.


As they crossed the cemetery, one badly positioned floodlight shone straight at them; in its beam the rain looked like metal spikes. The screens were tall close up, much taller than she had realised, made from green canvas, and they flapped precariously, tugging on their guy-ropes. The entrance was a simple overlap, and they followed the undertakers through it.


The area inside was large, a good thirty feet across, and it was even more like a movie or a stage set with the wet grass and the brilliant lighting from the overhead floods, and two rows of gravestones. Sally Donaldson’s was obvious, the only recent grave, a rectangular mound of heaped newly turned earth with a wreath of roses on the top. There were several ropes laid out down one side, two spades and a pile of plastic sacks of ground lime. Out of one end of the earth stuck a metal pole with a wire running from it. She followed the wire across the sodden, boggy ground to a glum and solitary figure who was sitting on top of the large chipboard box she had seen carried in earlier, wearing headphones, his face buried in his hands. She thought he must be Sally Donaldson’s husband.


The undertakers walked past him and joined a small group of people huddled together in the corner, having some sort of briefing. They were all in protective clothing except for a woman of about thirty in a dark coat and thick scarf, holding an umbrella.


The environmental health officer walked across and introduced herself to the group. Kate stood watching the solitary figure for a moment, the screens flapping and cracking around her in the wind, the generator roaring in the distance. He suddenly shouted hysterically at the huddled group: ‘For God’s sake! Why can’t you hurry? All day it’s taken. Surely to God it’s dark enough now!’ He dropped to his knees and began scrabbling at the earth with his bare hands, the wire trailing from his headphones. ‘I’m not waiting any more. She’s down there, damn you!’ He raised his voice and shouted at the earth. ‘Darling! Darling! It’s OK, we’re getting you out!’


The woman in the dark coat knelt beside him and put a steadying arm around him. She spoke, addressing the group, and Kate recognised her as the coroner’s officer. She had seen her before at an inquest. ‘I think it’s dark enough.’ The officer looked at the man beside her. ‘Mr Donaldson, they’re going to start now.’


Kevin Donaldson turned his face and Kate saw the twisted anguish in the white glare. He was crying hysterically. ‘Please hurry. Oh God, please hurry. She’s been down there since last Tuesday. Can you imagine how she feels?’


The woman eased him gently away. Two men removed the probe, picked up spades and began to dig sombrely and slowly, with no apparent urgency, as if they were digging a garden; sharp raw scrapes of the blades and the dull rattle of loose earth were joined by sobbing from the husband.


The environmental health officer came and stood beside her. Kate glanced at her impassive face. ‘How many of these have you been to?’


‘Four,’ the woman said.


‘Were they all like this?’


‘No. They were old graves being moved.’


Kate looked uncomfortably at the husband, wishing there was something she could say, then up to see if she could spot Eddie Bix at his window, but the screens were too high. She watched the scene around her carefully, trying to memorise it for atmosphere.


A tall man trudged towards them. He took his rain-smeared glasses off and focussed with difficulty first on Kate then on Judith Pickford; the skin around his eyes was white and soft from years of wearing glasses. His voice was low and courteous. ‘I’m Reg Burton, general manager of Dalby and Son, Funeral Directors. Are you relatives of the – er – deceased?’


‘I’m from the Environmental Health Office,’ Judith Pickford said. ‘This lady’s with me.’


‘Are you with the EHO as well?’ he asked Kate.


Kate hoped he would not be able to see her blushing. ‘Yes, temporarily.’


‘You’re American?’


‘Yes. Well, born there.’


‘Whereabouts?’


‘Boston.’


‘I was there once. Nice city. Gas lights on a hill.’


‘And a harbour full of tea.’


The man smiled. ‘I don’t think I caught your name.’


She felt increasingly clammy. ‘Kate,’ she said, proffering no surname and hoping he would not ask any further.


‘Have you been monitoring the grave for sound long?’ Judith Pickford said.


‘It’s a mining probe that unfortunately only arrived this morning. We had been promised a laser scanner, but that hasn’t turned up.’ He lowered his voice so Kevin Donaldson could not hear. ‘Frankly I don’t think we’re going to find anything at all; this whole thing has got out of hand. If you ask me the vicar has got a lot to answer for.’


‘Where is he?’


‘I said we’d call him when the coffin is exposed.’


Reg Burton wandered back over to the group and said something to them. Kate saw a couple of heads turn towards them. The spikes of rain seemed to be lengthening, thickening; the wind had penetrated all her layers of clothing and was chilling her perspiration. She wrapped her arms around her body, wondering how much longer it would be, and kept a watchful eye on Kevin Donaldson, waiting for an excuse or an opportunity to talk to him, to get a good quote she could use later, and at the same time fighting the emotion within herself that made her want to be as respectful as possible and stay quietly in the background.


Kate asked Judith Pickford various questions, but the woman was noncommittal about her work and previous experience and Kate wondered if she had been warned not to say too much to her as she was press. After the men had been digging for three quarters of an hour, someone produced a Thermos and polystyrene cups of hot coffee were passed round. Kate took one. Its sweet warmth cheered her a little and she drank it quickly, then held on to the cup, not knowing where to put it.


Another man in a protective suit came into the area. He looked around then walked purposefully across to Sally Donaldson’s husband, shook his hand and spoke to him. The husband stared dully at the ground, his eyes still streaming, his face mangled with grief. The man then walked over to the coroner’s officer. ‘Miss Willow?’ he said, raising his voice above the wind and rain and distant roar of the generator.


‘Yes.’


‘I’m Dr Sells. Mrs Donaldson’s general practitioner. Mr Donaldson asked me to be here.’


‘It wasn’t you who issued the death certificate?’


‘No. I didn’t see her after I had her admitted to hospital. Ghastly business, this.’


The coroner’s officer nodded her head. Kate made a mental note of the doctor’s name and moved a fraction closer to them, trying not to look obvious; they walked over to the furthest corner from Kevin Donaldson. Kate followed them, straining to hear their voices.


‘She was pregnant, I understand,’ the coroner’s officer said.


‘Six months. Healthy girl.’ Dr Sells sounded bewildered. ‘The obstetrician was concerned about her blood pressure, but he didn’t think it was anything serious. A touch of pre-eclamptic toxaemia. Popped her into obstetrics just so they could keep an eye on her for a day or two.’


‘She died of an epileptic seizure, didn’t she?’


Dr Sells stared at the ground before replying. ‘It’s an effect of toxaemia. She wasn’t an epileptic – at least she never showed any symptoms.’


‘It can develop at any time, can’t it?’


The doctor was hesitant. ‘Well – it can.’ He was about to say something further when a thud rang out. Kate felt the stiffening of tension among the people in the enclosure. All eyes focussed on the grave. The two diggers climbed out. The burly one with the shaggy hair nodded at Judith Pickford. ‘Coffin’s uncovered.’


Everyone surged forward a couple of paces, then slowed as if not wanting to step any closer to the edge. Everyone except Kevin Donaldson who pushed through to the front. ‘Sally!’ he shouted. ‘Darling!’ He was whimpering in short gulps, fell on to his knees and tried to lower himself into the grave. One of the undertakers and a grave digger gently restrained him. ‘Let me!’ he screamed. ‘Let me!’


There was a lump in Kate’s throat as she watched him, then she too stared into the dark trench. She could see the lid of the coffin through patches of earth and lumps of chalk.


‘Mr Donaldson,’ the coroner’s officer said, ‘please be patient for a few minutes more.’


The tall undertaker who had introduced himself to Kate earlier climbed down into the hole, knelt on top of the coffin and knocked loudly. ‘Hallo?’ he called, knocked again and put his ear to the lid. It was absurd, Kate thought.


He climbed back out. ‘Can’t hear anything.’ He looked at two men. ‘If you could sprinkle the lime, I’ll fetch Reverend Comfort.’


The men cut open two of the sacks and began to shovel the off-white powder into the grave over the lid of the coffin. It filled the air around with an acrid smell. Whatever small dignity there had been in the proceedings so far vanished in the chalky powder and the smell.


Kevin Donaldson watched in stunned silence. Kate had to fight a desire to reach out and hold his hand, to say something to him, give him some reassurance.


Then the gravediggers lowered two lengths of rope, clambered down and stood on the lid of the coffin. They looped each rope through the coffin handles and climbed back out. They picked up the ends, took up the slack, nodded at each other, then heaved. Nothing happened.


‘Shit,’ the burly one said. ‘She’s sticking, Ron. Get one end free first.’ He moved around, stood behind the other digger like two men in a tug of war team and heaved again. Still nothing happened.


‘Have to dig her out some more,’ said the pony-tailed one.


They dropped back down and dug for about ten minutes, then tried again. One of the undertakers joined them. There was a loud sucking sound from inside the grave. They pulled harder, the coffin moved very slightly. The three men released their grip and took another breather.


‘Right, try again.’


They heaved again, more steadily. The end of the coffin rose. The two grave diggers held the strain and two undertakers took the other end. Slowly the mahogany coffin came up, trails of powder falling off. They swung it clear of the hole and lowered it on to the wet grass.


The sides were coated in wet mud and leaves. Rivulets of white lime ran down the sides. A worm wriggled, dying in the burning acid. The three brass handles glinted dully under the lights. Kate sensed everyone staring at the coffin. Kevin Donaldson kept his distance, scared now the moment of truth had arrived.


Judith Pickford stepped forwards, unfolding a printed document. She looked down at the brass plaque on the coffin lid, already washed clean of lime by the rain, and checked the name against her document. Then she nodded to the undertakers to proceed.


One of the undertakers moved forward with a screwdriver. He methodically undid each of the six screws that held the lid down, then inserted the blade under the lid, banged it in with his hand, then levered it. There was a scream that made Kate jump.


Then the lights went out.


Kate held her breath and her heart thumped. She heard the wind. Then a shout. A torch beam flashed on to the coffin. The lights flickered, came back on again.


There was another scream; another. Kate breathed out. Just wood rubbing against wood, she realised as the undertaker prised the corner up a fraction. Another undertaker helped him and as they began to raise the lid away from the coffin the lights flickered once more.


The stench hit her faintly at first. It smelled like the guts of a long-dead fish. For a moment Kate thought there must be a drain blocked somewhere. Then as they lifted the lid further the stench grew immediately stronger. Kate gagged, swallowed, struggling not to throw up. Others around her were reacting the same way.


The undertakers raised the lid further.


‘Oh, Christ,’ one of them said, staring into the coffin.


They paused, then lifted the lid clear and took a step back with it, shock widening their eyes. They seemed to freeze for a moment and Kate stared at the lid, which was blocking her view of the coffin. She stared in mounting horror, wandering whether it was just a trick of the light or whether there really were scratch marks running across the grain.


Then the lid moved away, out of her line of vision, and she could see straight down into the coffin. There were highlights and patches of darkness from the stark glare. Her legs weakened. Her stomach heaved. Her scalp shrank around her head; a shiver of revulsion and horror exploded through her. She tried to back away, bumped into someone, trod on their foot, backed further into the screen, felt it give, scrabbled with her hands, trying to push it away.


She could still see inside the coffin.


Sally Donaldson filled it, packed in between the white quilting and lace frill lining like a doll in a gift box. Her eyes were wide open, staring in despair and coated with a matt glaze. Her skin white, like wax, shone translucently in the glare of the lights. Her blonde hair was tousled and lay either side of her cheeks and her neck, like stuffing from a cushion that had split.


Her mouth was open, as if it had frozen in mid-scream. White, immaculate teeth protruded from her blue lips which had contracted into a hideous rictus grin. Her hands lay at her sides, the nails blackened. Stumpy, ugly nails as if she had bitten them, except for her thumbnails, which were long and elegant.


Her blue nightdress was hitched up over her crotch and had coppery stains, her knees were raised and her legs were as much apart as they could be. Lying between her thighs was a foetus, still attached to the umbilical cord, shrivelled and shiny like a skinned rat.




Chapter Twelve


During the summer holidays Harvey Swire went to Spain with Dacre. They spent five weeks camping on the Costa Brava, travelling in the old Volkswagen Dacre’s father had bought him.


Everyone said Harvey had changed since his accident. Dacre had not given it much thought at school because he had been busy swotting for his exams. But on holiday he had noticed his friend was quiet, moody, seemed to have no interest in getting drunk or stoned, or trying to pick up women.


He wondered whether it was because Harvey was missing Angie, or was worried about his exams. His old man was a hard bastard, and maybe Harvey was frightened of failing; he had not talked about them.


He remembered the first few weeks Harvey had been back at school after the accident, the strange remarks he had made about visions of God and of his dead mother; his vicious attack on Reckett. Then this wall of isolation he seemed to have put around himself.


It was a hot, listless late-August afternoon when Dacre dropped Harvey back home outside the large, swish, mock-Tudor house in Wimbledon. He sprang the bonnet catch on the VW, hauled Harvey’s duffel bag, camping gear and plastic bag of duty free Scotch and cigarettes out of the dusty, untidy cavity, and shut the bonnet with a dull clang.


They were both tired and greasy and unkempt after a night sleeping rough on the Southampton ferry, and for once Dacre did not reek of Brut. They made vague plans to call each other; Dacre revved the engine and let the clutch out feeling as if he had dropped off a stranger to whom he had given a lift for a couple of miles rather than his best friend of the past five years.


Harvey walked up the short gravel drive in his grubby T-shirt, bell-bottom jeans and desert boots, past his mother’s blue Mini which stood under a coating of dust, untouched since her death. His father would not allow the gardener to clean it nor Harvey to drive it; it sat there as if giving the illusion all was well, that his mother was in the house, preparing tea.


He rummaged in his duffel bag for his key and unlocked the heavy oak door. Without closing it, he hurried across to the hall table and stared down at the pewter tray where the post was always laid out by the housekeeper.


On the top was the morning paper, the Telegraph. He stared at the headline: ‘BEATLES’ MANAGER, EPSTEIN, IS FOUND DEAD.’


Harvey scanned the story, interested to discover how he had died, then moved the paper aside. Beneath was a pile of post, on the top of which was a postcard of a bullfight. It was the one he had dutifully sent his father three weeks ago, which must have arrived only this morning. He wondered if Angie had got her cards. He’d sent her three.


Tonight he intended to screw her.


He sifted through the post, but it was all for his father. Nothing for him. He dropped the bundle back into the tray with a loud slap, disappointed. The house was dark and empty and smelled of polish. His father was away in France and would not be back for another week and he was glad about that.


He checked through the letters again, in case he had missed it. Then he checked the postmarks, in case they had written to his father instead of himself. Nothing. Restlessly he tugged open the drawer in the centre of the table and saw a small, neat stack of mail addressed to him.


His heart thumped with nervous excitement as he flipped through it. There wasn’t much: a couple of envelopes that looked like party invites; a bank statement; the September issue of Paris Match magazine. Then he saw it.


A small buff envelope, with his name and address typed and the postmark showing it had come from his school. It had already been opened.


Trembling, he tugged the white printed form out, and for a moment did not dare look at it. Then he turned it over. It said:



OXFORD AND CAMBRIDGE BOARD
A Level Examination Results Certificate
       Harvey Quentin Edward Swire
       Biology: A
       Chemistry: A
       Physics: A



He read the results again, then again.


Christ.


A twitchy grin of disbelief broke out on his face. The grin faded. He caught sight of his face in the mirror above the table, grimy and tanned, his hair a mess, too long, a wispy stubble around his chin and upper lip. His eyes flickered like candles in a draught. He looked back down at the typed sheet. Something cold was sluicing through him.


He was afraid.


Through in the kitchen he could hear the dull hum of the fridge; the grandfather clock ticked on the landing above.


Three As.


They wouldn’t believe it.


Then he got angry. Bugger them. They didn’t believe he had seen his mother. Well, they were right. Hallucination. Just a hallucination that he had seen his mother. Just a hallucination that he had seen the exam papers. The truth was that he was a brilliant pupil. No one else had had the intelligence to appreciate that.


He stared at his reflection for confirmation. His reflection looked away. He thumped the table angrily and the pewter tray echoed like a gong. He picked up his bags and his kit and started to climb the stairs.


Several times on holiday he had nearly told Dacre. Then each time he remembered the ribbing he had had from his friends when he told them how he had seen his accident. Once he had even started to tell him, but Dacre had spotted a girl he fancied and had swaggered across the disco floor to try to pick her up.


Angie had listened to what he had told her about his mother and had not laughed. She might understand. Except now it had happened, was real, he realised he could not tell her; could not tell anyone.


Three As. He had tried to think back to that night, lying in the dormitory, floating above his body the way he had floated when he had been hit on his bike. Once, after the exams were finished, he had retraced his steps, trying to see if he could have gone through his housemaster’s private apartment unnoticed and out into the street. The doors had been locked and bolted, but it was easy to unlock them. The door to the masters’ common room was locked, too; he had not been able to unlock it. Except, he knew, it might have been left unlocked on that one night. Might.


Must have been.


Must have sleepwalked there, seen the exam papers lying on a table. Reading them over Mr Stipple’s shoulder had been a dream.


Must have been.


He worried that his answers in the exams had been too pat, too flawless, that he should have made some mistakes deliberately so he would not be suspected of having cheated. But they would have to prove he had cheated. He remembered the invigilator noticing him, walking up and down past his desk several times during those days, the creak of his shoes on the bare wooden floorboards. But he had not spoken to him, had not queried anything he was doing.


Because he had done nothing wrong.


He smirked, when he thought of their faces, the arrogant masters who told him he would have no chance of passing, Stipple the Nipple. Mr Matthey.


He wondered why his father had not tried to contact him when he’d opened the envelope, then realised his father did not have an address for him in Spain. He might have left a note, the bastard. Might have said something nice, congratulated him. Maybe he didn’t believe the results. Too bad, he was going to have to believe them. They were all going to have to believe them.


His bedroom still had the ‘DANGER – KEEP OUT’ sign fixed to the door that he’d put there maybe ten years before. He went in, pleased to see it was the way he had left it, though a little tidier which was a good thing. He liked rooms to be tidy, liked everything to be dusted, even the places he could not see. Mrs Mannings, the housekeeper, understood; he had once threatened her with the sack when he was seven for not dusting on top of the wardrobe. If he was in a room that had not been properly cleaned he could feel the dirt attaching itself to him.


The room was his domain. It was a good size, with a worn red carpet that had once been in his parents’ dining room, a washbasin and a window looking on to the rear garden and the neighbours behind. The walls were decorated with a cold, brown regency stripe paper his mother had had put up when he’d gone to Wesley, because she thought it looked grown-up. There was a damp stain on the ceiling the shape of a bat that had been there for as long as he could remember. Above his bed was a large black and white still of Janet Leigh in Psycho, her face frozen in shock, blood running down the tiles of the shower. The top left-hand corner of the poster had come unstuck and hung downwards.


By the window was a wooden table on which was a small microscope, several instruments, and the skeleton of a mouse with a tiny strip of fur still attached to its rib cage. One foot was in the air, as if the poison his father had put down years before had stopped it in its tracks. A row of shelves contained laboratory specimen jars of newts, frogs, mice, rats and beetles preserved in formalin. Another row contained his medical books, some he had bought in second-hand shops, others had been cast-outs from his father. Gray’s Anatomy. N. Kirkham’s Pathology Today. Chambers Medical Dictionary. Cunningham’s Manual for Dissection.


In pride of place in the room, on top of his chest of drawers, was a rectangular block of glass containing five aborted human foetuses, curled as if they were still in the womb and stained with red dye to make them more visible. The smallest was an inch high and the largest four inches. It had been presented to his father some years before, and his father had eventually thrown it out. Harvey had retrieved it from the dustbin.


Death had always fascinated him. The drawers of his desk were full of newspaper and magazine pictures of death, many of them clipped from Paris Match which had the best pictures of death he had ever seen. His father thought he took it because he was trying to improve his French. Often they showed car crash victims lying as twisted and broken as the vehicles that entombed them. Sometimes a good murder victim.


One he liked to look at was a fat, elderly gangster in a suit with a waistcoat and watch chain, slumped over an uneaten meal in a ritzy restaurant. Blood trickled from the hole in his temple down into his wine glass, as if his head was a macabre decanter.


He wondered if Angie would be at home. Before going to Spain he had been making progress. Outside in the garden at a party she’d let him feel both her breasts. And pressed her crotch against him, rubbed herself against his hardness. He had never managed to find out the truth about Reckett. Whether Reckett had really screwed her whilst he’d been in hospital. He did not believe it, did not believe she could have made it with an ugly slob like Reckett and still been prim with himself.


He went through into his parents’ bedroom, a large pastel-pink room with walnut furniture and a view on to the garden and the swimming pool. It was stifling with the windows shut. A colour photograph of his mother sat on the dressing table; she was laughing and the light had caught her eyes and he stared at it sadly and wondered.


Darling, God is very unhappy with you.


Like a slap.


She doesn’t ever want to see you again.


Slap.


He could smell her perfume in the room rising from the bedclothes, from the glass jars on her dressing table. He went across to the walnut wardrobe, opened the door, pulled out a drawer and pressed his face down into a pile of her jumpers. He felt the soft warmth of the cashmere and smelled the deep, rich scents of her body.


If he could have talked to her more.


If he had struggled harder, fought harder.


You have to go back!


He buried his face further in the drawer, closed his eyes tightly, felt the wool grow damp with his tears, and rocked backwards and forwards, a long slow whine escaping between his clenched teeth like steam from a kettle.


Then he shut the drawer, sat down on the deep, soft bed and composed himself. He picked up the phone and dialled Angie’s number. Angie’s mother answered, sounding pleased to hear him as she always did, and went to fetch Angie.


‘Harvey?’ Angie’s voice sounded frosty, as if he had interrupted her from something important and it knocked the steam out of him because he had been expecting her to sound pleased.


‘I’m back,’ he said.


‘Oh, right.’ She hesitated. ‘Great.’


There was a silence. ‘This afternoon,’ he said.


Another silence. ‘I thought you weren’t coming back until next week.’


‘We ran short of dough.’ Another silence. ‘And I really wanted to see you.’ He bit his lip and wished he hadn’t said that.


‘Did you have a nice time?’ She sounded as if she was in a hurry.


‘Yes. Cool. Really groovy.’


‘Great,’ she said.


‘I got my exam results.’


‘Oh, right.’


Something was very strange in her voice. The harder he tried to get her to reciprocate some enthusiasm, the more distant she became. ‘I – I did better than I’d thought.’


Silence.


‘I thought we could maybe – you know – celebrate?’


There was no response. He heard the click of a cigarette lighter and the sound of Angie inhaling. He thought of her wavy blonde hair and her soft skin and her snub nose and her freckles and her long, tanned legs sticking out of her miniskirt or hot pants, and large, cool breasts which he had now touched, caressed. ‘How about tonight?’ he said.


‘No, I can’t,’ she said. ‘I have to wash my hair.’


‘Oh. My father’s away,’ he said lamely. ‘I have the house, you know. I –’ His voice tailed away. ‘How about tomorrow?’


‘It’s Mummy’s birthday tomorrow. We’re having a family dinner.’


He hesitated. ‘How about Thursday or Friday?’


‘I think I might be going away for the weekend, sailing.’


‘I see.’ He stared at his reflection in the dressing table mirror. ‘I thought … while I had the house –’


‘I’ll give you a call when I get back, some time,’ she said.


‘What’s the matter? Before I went you said you were going to really miss me.’


‘I don’t know.’ There was a coldness in her voice he had never heard before. ‘I think you’ve become really weird lately.’


‘Weird?’


‘Uh huh. Freaky.’


‘What you mean?’


‘This stuff about your mother. You really freaked me with it.’


‘I – I thought you were interested.’


‘For five or ten minutes. Not all the time.’


‘Can’t I see you and talk about it?’


‘About what?’


He tried to think clearly. ‘Us.’


‘I’ll call you next week, OK?’


She was gone.


He glared at the dead receiver. At his reflection again; then he hung up. ‘Bitch,’ he mouthed. ‘Cow.’ He felt the anger rising, stinging, and stood up, kicked the side of the bed, kicked the seat in front of him, sending it banging into the dressing table. His mother’s photograph fell off on to the carpet. A silver hairbrush fell on top of it, smashing the glass. He stomped out of the room and down the corridor.


In his own room he opened the middle drawer of his old chest and removed a couple of pullovers that were covering a tobacco tin. He prised the lid off, took out a tiny block of hash in silver foil, an orange packet of Rizzla cigarette papers and a half-empty packet of dry tobacco.


Later, much later, he lay on his bed in the glow of the single red light bulb in the paper globe above him, a Pink Floyd record playing, and smoked the fourth joint of the evening down to the butt. As he crushed it out in the ashtray the room swayed, and for a moment he thought he was on the ferry coming back from Spain.


The room pitched. He waited to fall back against the springs of the bed, but instead he carried on rising, floating now, floating out of his body, out of his sadness and confusion and anger.


Below in the red haze he could see his body, still wearing his desert boots, slumped on the bed, arm out by the ashtray. He watched for a moment. Could see everything intensely clearly. There was dust on top of the lamp shade and he made a mental note to tell Mrs Mannings.


A voice whispered in his ear: ‘Everyone’s humping her.’


He turned; there was nothing but the dark walls of his room, the red glow of the light bulb, the motionless shadows, smoke from the dying butt of the joint in the ashtray rising like a trickle of water falling the wrong way.


‘Everyone’s humping her, Harve.’


‘She’s a great lay!’


‘Know what she likes? She likes me putting it in her ear!’


Dark shapes danced on his walls; shadows of people who were rocking backwards and forwards with laughter. Shadows of his classmates and shadows of others, strangers.


He could hear the laughter, guffaws, sniggers echoing around him through the darkness. Shadows bobbing on all the walls now, surrounding him.


The laughter was getting louder. He tried to back away. Shadows filled the room, blotting out the red light. He felt cold, icy, felt the walls of the tunnel sucking, drawing him in.


‘She doesn’t ever want to see you again!’


‘Who?’ he screamed.


‘Your mother,’ said a voice.


‘Angie,’ said another.


He was spinning, swirling, hurtling towards a pinprick of light. ‘Let me back. Leave me alone!’ he shouted, but no sound came out.


Then he heard voices, his schoolmates chatting, loud but faintly muffled as if he were standing outside a door.


‘Everyone’s humping her,’ Walls Minor said shrilly.


‘Harvey hasn’t worked out what his prick’s for yet,’ said Horstead.


There was a roar of laughter.


‘Harvey should try sticking it in her ear,’ said Reckett. ‘Take them by surprise. They love it.’


The pinprick of light ahead was getting larger, coming closer. He was slowing down.


‘It’s true from what I hear,’ said Powell. ‘Everyone’s banging her except Harvey. Hey, Harvey, why don’t you go round there, grab her and bang her, like anyone else?’


‘Bang her, Harve!’ Dacre said.


‘Yeah, shaft the pants off her,’ Horstead shouted.


‘Put it in her ear first,’ said Reckett.


‘Bang her!’ squealed Walls Minor.


‘Bang the bitch!’ said Powell.


The light was enveloping him, but it was murky, diffused, too dark to see clearly for a moment. He was floating up on the ceiling of a room. But it was not his room.


The light brightened. He could see a Simon and Garfunkel poster on the wall, a neatly made bed with several soft toys on it, and jeans, a T-shirt, knickers and a bra strewn untidily on the quilted counterpane. A bottle of cologne lay uncapped on a dressing table. A wardrobe door hung open.


Angie’s room.


Angie’s room in her parents’ house in Barnes.


Her shoes and slippers lay untidily on the shag carpet.


The bitch had gone out.




Chapter Thirteen


Monday, 22 October


The rain fell on to the white satin frill that lined Sally Donaldson’s coffin, making tiny dark patches. It fell on the dead woman’s face, too, each drop sliding slowly like melting wax.


In the eerie silence the small knot of people inside the canvas screens stood frozen, as motionless as the woman in the coffin. Goosepimples rippled down Kate Hemingway’s neck, and convulsions of shock spread through her body as if a dam containing them had burst.


In the distance the generator rumbled on and around her the canvas flapped in the wind like a backing sail. Dr Sells moved forwards, glancing around for approval, but no one was capable of shaking their head. He went through the motions of checking Sally Donaldson for signs of life.


Kate watched as the grotesque charade was acted out. Kevin Donaldson stood with his head bowed and his face blindfolded by his hands. The girl in the coffin could have been a waxwork, a hideous waxwork; some bizarre tableau from another century.


Kate closed her eyes but could still see her. She turned her head, as if looking in a different direction might make the image that burned through her skull go away; but she could see the tiny baby, the mess of the blood clot, the umbilical cord.


The doctor parted the front of Sally Donaldson’s blue nightdress and listened to her chest with his stethoscope; he checked her pulse, stared into her eyes with a small torch, then tickled the back of her throat with a flat probe. Kate wondered how he managed to avoid gagging from the smell that she was finding unbearable several feet away.


The doctor carefully checked the foetus, too, then turned finally towards Kevin Donaldson. He did not need to make any gesture. Instead he laid a hand on his shoulder and tried to lead him away.


The coroner’s officer, the environmental health officer and the funeral director had a brief discussion which Kate could not hear. The funeral director spoke to his colleagues and they replaced the lid, without screwing it shut, lifted the coffin into the chipboard box, swung the hinged top shut and bolted it. Then they hoisted it on to their shoulders and began walking carefully on the slippery mud out through the screens and the churchyard to the street.


‘That’s it,’ Judith Pickford said to Kate.


‘Can I buy you a drink?’ Kate asked.


‘Thank you, but I have to get home. It’s my husband’s birthday.’ She turned and walked off.


Kate followed. Ahead she could see the pack of reporters besieging the police spokesman with questions. She kept her head down as she passed through them. Flashbulbs strobed the wet haze of the sky.


‘Mr Falk, can you tell us whether Mrs Donaldson is alive or dead?’


The spokesman’s slick hair was matted over his forehead by the rain, and his new raincoat had lost its sharp creases. ‘I can confirm that she is dead.’


‘Was she alive when she was buried?’


‘The coroner’s officer attended the exhumation. She will be making a report to the coroner who will decide whether a post mortem is required.’


Kate heard a voice she recognised, Shane Hewitt from the Evening Argus. ‘Can you tell us what condition the corpse was in?’


‘I’m sorry, I was not present.’


‘Mrs Donaldson’s husband came by looking very distressed,’ the Argus reporter continued insistently. ‘Can you explain that?’


‘How would anyone feel to see their husband or wife exhumed?’ Falk said.


‘Are you saying she was definitely not buried alive?’ asked Rodney Sparrow of the Mid-Sussex Times.


‘Was there anything in the coffin, Mr Falk?’ Kate heard Gail Cohen from Radio Sussex ask.


‘Mr Falk, could you tell us whether there is any evidence the woman had been buried alive from what you have seen so far?’


‘Mr Falk, could you describe to us exactly what is in the coffin?’ said Gail Cohen.


‘I wasn’t present.’


‘If there is nothing suspicious, why is the coffin being removed?’ asked Shane Hewitt.


‘I cannot make any further statements or comments at this time. There will be an announcement in the morning after the coroner’s decision. All right? Let’s go home now, shall we?’


Dissatisfied, the pack turned on the undertakers carrying the coffin. Kate found Shane Hewitt walking alongside her, trying to get her to say something, and she went bright red, terrified he was going to recognise her in spite of the darkness and her hat pulled down over her face. She did not dare speak because he would know her immediately from her accent; she shook her head and turned away.


Clear of the pack, she walked up the pavement towards the car. A howl was hammering inside her stomach.


Not real; not real; tell me it wasn’t real, someone, please.


She stopped, dropped her head and supported herself against a brick wall, feeling the tears streaming down her cheek and the strength draining out.


Christ, pull yourself together, girl. You saw it. Scoop. You got it, you got it. You got what you wanted.


She felt the damp brick against her cheek and she pressed against it as if it were the only thing she trusted in the world, and saw Sally Donaldson’s face again, eyes open, staring.


Staring at her.


The floodlights in the churchyard went out. She heard an engine start up and smelled warm diesel fumes. Her stomach heaved. Several reporters hurried past her, heading for the pub. The television crew and the radio crews were packing up their gear. It was over, they assumed.


They were wrong, Kate thought grimly, unlocking the car door. She switched on the engine and the heater and waited for Eddie Bix.


After a couple of minutes the photographer climbed in, slamming the door behind him. ‘Jesus, filthy night. You must be soaked. Been out there all that time?’


She nodded.


‘Can I buy you a drink?’ He checked one of his cameras’ lens cap.


‘Thanks,’ she said dully. ‘But I have to get on. I want to write the piece tonight.’


‘Not much to say, is there? Did Falk give anything away?’


She pulled out of the parking space into the melee of departing traffic, not sure she wanted to talk about it at the moment. ‘How did you get on?’ she asked.


‘I couldn’t see much, and that woman kept coming in wanting to talk. I think she fancied me or something.’


Kate drove back to the paper. She felt scared and immensely weary. Eddie offered to put the car away. She got out in the dark side street and went through the staff door of the News into the dingy lobby.


The night security man looked up from behind his metal grille. ‘Evening, Miss Hemingway. Damp one,’ he said in a gruff voice, followed by a fit of coughing. ‘Going to be working late?’


‘An hour or so.’


‘I’ll be off at eleven; lock up, will you, if you’re the last one?’


‘Sure,’ she said, barely registering his remark, and walked up the stone steps. Behind her she heard another fit of coughing which faded into the echo of her own footsteps.


The landing above her was dark. As she pressed the wall switch a fluorescent buzzed, fizzed, shot a streak of light down the corridor ahead for a few seconds, went out, came back on again more steadily.


She went past the windows of the accounts department, the desks empty, computers switched off, the screens blank; the rooms were dark, filled with silhouettes of filing cabinets and desks and VDU screens. Her own shadow moved silently along the wall beside her.


The aroma of greasy food that lingered on the landing at the top of the stairs in the daytime had been replaced with the smell of lavatory disinfectant and damp mops. She went past the notice boards, and pushed open the double doors into the newsroom.


It was dark and silent. The doors swung back behind her with a squeak and a clunk. Inky pools of shadow lay between the metallic shafts of light that pierced the windows from the street lamps outside. A stark white flash bounced off the ceiling from the headlamps of a passing car. The room smelled of carpet and newsprint, tobacco smoke and cleaning fluid; there was a background hiss from the heating system which stayed on all night.


A sudden, sharp whir and a clatter startled her. A fax machine, its green light glowing in the distant gloom, began spewing out paper. Kate put her hand on the wall panel and pressed a couple of switches. Half a dozen strip lights flickered and came on, including the one above her desk.


The place looked the way it always did at night, as if it had been abandoned in a panic following a fire alert or a bomb scare.


Kate slumped wearily down into her swivel chair and leaned back, hugging her coat around her body. Rain water trickled down the back of her neck. Shivering, she stared at her blank screen. Sally Donaldson’s glazed eyes stared back.


The fax machine gave a beep and was silent.


Calm down.


A taxi accelerated down the street below. Her heart raced like its engine, knocking hard. It was unusually quiet tonight. Normally there were one or two others around, often Howard Michael, the suave movie critic, working on reviews, and a copy taker, and there was a reporter always on duty until eleven who was probably out at the moment covering something.


She stood up, walked back out through the doors, across the hallway and into the empty library, and switched on the lights. All six editions of today’s paper lay on top of a metal cabinet, ready for filing. She removed the top five editions, then perked up a fraction as she saw the headlines of the first edition of the day, which came out at around eleven o’clock: ‘EX-MAYORESS DEFIES MUGGERS.’


It was her story. She had forgotten that Geoff Fox the news editor had told her she was getting the front page splash. And a byline. She saw her name inset: ‘Kate Hemingway. Staff Reporter.’ She flicked through the rest of the paper, scanning each page. Nothing else of hers in it. Her mayoress story stayed on the front page for the midday edition, but was reduced from the splash to a secondary headline, and her byline had gone. By the sixth edition, the mugged mayoress had shifted to page three.


Kate found her fourteen-line story on the exhumation on page five of the midday edition. It remained unchanged until the fourth edition when it was modified slightly and expanded to eighteen lines. By the final edition it had grown to two columns and there was a photograph of Sally Donaldson on her wedding day. A pretty girl with long fair hair who looked out at the world with a confident ‘life’s good to me’ expression.


Kate shuddered as she thought about what she had seen in the coffin and another shock wave of revulsion stormed through her. She went back to her desk, sat down and switched on her VDU screen. She tapped the command keys, then waited whilst the screen went blank and a clear page one appeared.


She rummaged her fingers through her hair and squeezed the sides of her head. Tears were running down her cheek and she wiped them with the sleeve of her jacket. Her breathing was fast and she was gulping back sobs. The screen blurred; she hit a key, the wrong one, started with a lower case v instead of an upper case B, and deleted it. Her fingers were numb with cold, numb with shock, like her brain.


The light above her buzzed like a bluebottle. She typed the first line of her story, deleted it, typed it again. She closed her eyes and tried to clear her mind, but the delete key inside her head refused to move. Just another story, she thought, gritting her teeth and attacking the keys; that’s all. Just another story.


She finished it quickly, corrected it, then filed it through to the news desk, and followed it with a memo to the news editor: ‘Got in there. Saw it all myself.’


She stood up, drained, switched off her machine and went home. In her flat, she poured herself a large neat Scotch and ran a hot bath. She had no appetite and no energy to cook. She heated up some tinned tomato soup, made a piece of toast, then curled up on the sofa in her dressing gown in front of the television.


Later in bed she slept with the light on for the first time since she was a child.




Chapter Fourteen


Angie’s laughter carried through the night as clearly as breaking glass.


She was laughing at him.


Harvey Swire stared down at her empty room. Bitch. The laughter was coming from some way off, beyond the rooftops across the street. He felt himself moving, across the room, out through the window, out into the dark night; heard the laughter again, reeling him in.


Reeling him over the rooftops of the houses on the other side of the street. Below he could see a swimming pool shimmering with its underwater lights, could hear conversation, laughter, the sound of a spoon clinking against a saucer.


He slid across more rooftops, another street, moving towards it, towards the laughter. Below him was a cul-de-sac he recognised. At the end was a gate that was always open and a rough track on to the common. He could see the track clearly, followed it round a small electricity sub-station and on across the scrub of the common into the trees. Another even rougher track forked right and down into a small clearing. It was where he always brought Angie after a night out, before dropping her home.


In the distance he could see a faint light; then he realised it wasn’t in the distance at all, but only a hundred yards or so ahead, the weak yellow light from a car’s interior. The light went out. He heard another giggle.


Music was playing tinnily through a car speaker. It faded into crackle; voices; more music; the jingle of a commercial; more crackle; a radio being tuned. Music again, clearer now, the Beach Boys singing ‘Then I Kissed Her’. He felt the unease growing inside him; and anger growing with it. The giggle again.


‘Tim! No! God, your hands are so cold! Ow, yes!’


A murmur.


As he sank down towards the car he heard the tearing of foil.


‘I’ll put it on,’ Angie said. ‘I like putting it on.’


The car was a large, shiny Rover. Angie and a boy he hadn’t seen before were sprawled across the rear seat. The front seats were right forward, their backrests kicked down almost flat. The boy’s black hair, in a Beatle cut, flopped over his forehead. His trousers and Y-fronts were round his ankles. Angie’s dress was half off, hitched up underneath her breasts which bulged out over the top. They were bigger than he had ever realised, her nipples red, hard, pointing straight ahead. Her knickers were off and as she kneeled he could see up her bare legs into the downy blonde triangle, and the pink lips of her vagina.


She held the boy’s erect penis in one hand, a huge penis. Harvey was surprised by its size. With her free hand, in a movement that was too practised for Harvey’s liking, she placed a pink Durex over the end, leaving the teat well clear. Slowly, sensuously, she unrolled it down the shaft, playing it up and down gently as she went.


‘Careful,’ the boy said. ‘You’ll make me come.’


Anger twisted like a knife inside Harvey. ‘Cow,’ he wanted to shout out. The anger grew, pulsed through him, made him giddy. The light was fading. ‘Bitch!’ he yelled but no sound came out. Nothing. Could see nothing.


Then suddenly he was on the ceiling of his own bedroom, staring down at himself lying on his bed, still clothed, still in his desert boots.


Christ I’m stoned, he thought.


He tried to sink down, to get back into his body, but unseen hands held him firmly, relentlessly, pinioning him to the ceiling. Beneath him he saw his body sit up, saw himself rub his eyes, run both hands through his hair. He tried to sink down, to get back into his body again, but he could not; the hands held him up.


Curious and afraid he watched himself get out of bed, go across to the basin, run the cold tap and slosh water on his face. He could feel nothing. He struggled again. Let me back, he murmured. The dread inside darkened further. He was scared suddenly, scared he would be pulled up into the ceiling and the atoms and molecules would close around him, and he would be there for ever.


He watched himself go out of the bedroom, along the landing and down the stairs. Staying above his body he saw himself open the left-hand drawer in the hall table, lift out a set of car keys, pick up his house keys and go out of the front door.


No. Don’t do that.


Helplessly he watched himself walk down the drive towards his mother’s Mini, unlock the door and climb in, push the seat back, switch the ignition on and pull the choke out.


Don’t start. Please don’t start. Jesus. The tyres were soft, sagging under the rims. Don’t start.


The engine turned over weakly; the battery, nearly flat, faded and there was a dull whine. He saw himself try again and there was a sharp clicking sound. He waited, then tried once more. The engine turned once and fired unevenly. He revved it hard; there was a staccato crackle, several backfires; black oily smoke came out of the exhaust. Then he reversed out of the drive on to the road and put the lights on.


Harvey watched, clenched in frustration. Go back. Go back. The Mini accelerated down the road, then braked sharply at the junction with the main road, slewing out to the right on the soft tyres. It pulled out recklessly, swerving as the front driving wheels momentarily lost their grip and a truck hooted angrily, braking sharply, then overtaking it.


Helpless, he watched the car below him driving crazily fast, then turn off sharply into a side road. It skidded across the dry tarmac and missed a line of parked cars on the other side of the road by inches.


Slow down, idiot. For God’s sake.


The Mini shot straight across an intersection. He tried to force himself down, into the car, into his body; but he could not close the gap. He floated above it through the darkness; he could hear the roar of the engine below, the howl of the wind around the car, the squeal of its tyres, but he could feel no sensation of speed himself. Dreaming, only dreaming, going to wake up in a minute.


A car was pulling out of a junction ahead. Slow down, for God’s sake, slow down. Instead the Mini was accelerating. It came round the corner, the other car broadside across. Harvey heard the scream of the braking tyres, watched the Mini snaking crazily across the road, swerving to the right-hand pavement then the left. It missed the rear of the car by inches, swerved back across, out of control, came into a bend. The wheels locked, the car went straight on, towards the pavement, towards a tree.


There was a tremendous metallic clang and smashing glass as the passenger-side front wing scraped along the side of the tree and the car slewed, and stopped.


Godfathers.


He looked down at the car. One headlight shone into a beech hedge, the other had gone out; the engine was still running. Lights came on in a house beyond the hedge. There was a howl of tortured metal as he tried to reverse and he got out, went round to the front, braced himself and tugged hard on the crumpled wing. He tugged again, then again, each time the metal giving a piercing creak. Then he got back in the car, reversed, and this time the wheel was clear.


Someone was calling out and running across the garden.


He watched himself back out on to the road and accelerate off, the single headlamp picking out the road ahead like a motorcycle.


He wondered how he was going to explain the damage to his father. Maybe he could get it repaired somewhere before he saw it.


Wake up. For God’s sake, wake up.


The Mini raced down the cul-de-sac and on to the bumpy track across the common. It forked right towards the woods and slowed down. The red reflectors shone ahead in the weak beam of the Mini’s headlight. He saw himself pull the Mini over to the side, kill the lights and switch off the engine, then get out of the car.


He watched his body start to walk up the track. Panic caught him, swept him like flotsam in a flood stream. No. Stop. Don’t! He tried to get back in his body again, threw himself down towards it; but the unseen hands held him relentlessly. Stop, he mouthed. Stop.


Horrified, he watched himself walk on up the track, with a determined stride, his desert boots almost silent apart from the odd loose stone he kicked and which rolled off the camber of the track with a soft crunch.


‘In the Midnight Hour’ was playing on the car radio; Wilson Pickett’s voice echoed through the trees, growing louder as he approached. He stopped and waited for a few moments, a short distance from the car.


Go back.


Through the window he could see a faint red glow; it brightened, then faded. He smelled the sharp, rubbery reek of hash. There was giggling from inside the car, drowning the radio for a moment.


‘It was! It was headlights,’ Angie said.


‘Only another couple like us,’ said a voice Harvey did not recognise.


Angie giggled again.


Harvey walked closer. He could see through the Rover’s window now. They were curled up on the back seat. Angie’s dress was a slack heap around her waist and her naked breasts rested against the boy’s chest. The boy toked heavily on the joint, the air hissing into his mouth, then held it to Angie’s lips.


She drew on it, then they pressed their mouths together and exhaled into each other.


Harvey watched his body wrench open the car door, and suddenly he felt pleased.


As the boy twisted round, Harvey leaned in, grabbed the boy by the hair and punched him in the side of the face. Angie screamed. He pulled the boy out, dragged him out by his legs, the Y-fronts still round his ankles. The boy thumped face down on the grass, cowering, lashing out, kicking with his jammed legs.


‘What are you doing with my girl, you creep!’ Harvey yelled, heaving him to his feet, throwing him against the car, punching him in the face again; then he grabbed the boy’s balls in his hand and began to squeeze. The boy screamed. The Durex hung limp and saggy from the end of his penis, the small teat filled with fluid. He squeezed harder.


The boy jerked, screamed, tore at Harvey with his fingers, pushed them into Harvey’s eyes, but Harvey did not care. As he floated a short way above, watching, he could feel no pain, none at all. He squeezed harder, crushing the slimy, greasy, hairy scrotum tight around the spongy things inside and the boy wriggled, howled like a demented animal, gasping, panting. Harvey saw himself grinning as the boy threw himself back against the car, jerking as if he were plugged into an electrical socket, screeching, pleading; vomit exploded from his mouth, showering Harvey.


Harvey kneed him in the groin in disgust, then again. The boy doubled up. Harvey kicked a door panel of the car in.


‘No, don’t!’ the boy whimpered. ‘Me dad’s car. Don’t kick the car.’


Harvey grabbed the boy by the shoulders and head butted him in the face. The boy crumpled in a heap on the ground.


Angie was trying to get out of the car, screaming at him, ‘Harvey, leave him, don’t hurt him, Oh God, Harvey, leave him!’


Harvey saw his body grab her throat, push her back into the car, and climb in on top of her, pinioning her down, pressing her back against the seat. He could feel the naked flesh of her shoulders, the soft firmness of her breasts. She was struggling, kicking out at him, shouting at him. He tore at his belt, pulled open his trousers. She wriggled like a mad thing beneath him.


‘No, Harvey. Get off, you bastard.’


His zip stuck; he tugged at it.


‘Harvey, get off me!’ she screamed, fuming. ‘Tim, help me!’


The zip opened with a tearing sound. He struggled with the catch on his trousers, holding her down, drowning her screams by putting his mouth over hers and kissing her, pressing his tongue deep in her mouth. She broke free and shouted at him: ‘Get off, Harvey.’


He pulled his underpants down, held his hard penis, directed it forwards, felt her slimy wetness, felt the soft flesh of her thighs, the raw scratchiness of her pubic hairs. He thrust in.


‘Harvey!’ she screamed. ‘No. No. Tim, help me! Tim! Help!’ She dug her fingers into Harvey’s back. He felt them gouging into the flesh, but there was no pain. He could see them from above, digging right in, drawing blood, scoring down under his shirt. He could see his own buttocks thrusting.


Could feel himself deep inside her now.


Could see the look of shock in her eyes.


Could feel himself climaxing. Exploding into her. He clutched her tightly, pulling her face towards him, pressing her cheek against his as convulsions pulsed through him.


Then it stopped. He felt himself slackening inside her. She had stopped resisting now. His back hurt. He smelled her perfume; the same one she always wore, subtle, tangy. He kissed her cheek tenderly. Smelt the rich leather hide of the seats. Felt his penis beginning to slide out.


Then he realised.


He was no longer watching himself from a distance. He was back in his body. In the car. His penis was inside her.


He closed his eyes in horror. Violence. Reckett said girls like to be treated rough. She was quiet, breathing gently; blinking, he felt the tickle of her eyelash on his cheek. She was OK. That’s what he should have done all along. Two years ago. He smelled vomit. The boy’s vomit that was spattered over him. He kissed her again and held her tighter. ‘Love you, Angie,’ he said.


She was crying.


‘I love you, Angie.’


‘Get out.’ Her voice was firm, terse.


He kissed her cheek once more.


‘Get out.’


‘I love you.’


The suddenness of her movement surprised him as she sat up, pushing his head sharply back. ‘Get out.’ Her voice was deep with hatred. She gripped his neck, shook it hard the way she might have shaken a tree to make the fruit fall. ‘Get out. Get out. Get out!’ Her teeth were clenched; tears were rolling down her cheeks.


He backed away, out of the car, dazed. This is a dream, he thought. I didn’t do this; imagining it; going to wake up in a minute. He pulled up his underpants and trousers, stepped back, trod on something soft and nearly fell. It was the boy, stirring, blood all over his mouth, looking up at him with fearful eyes. He stared back into the car, at Angie. Hatred stared back.


He turned away, and walked back towards the car, slouching as if the rods that supported him had collapsed and he was held upright only by his own sagging compacted flesh.




Chapter Fifteen


Tuesday, 23 October


She awoke in pitch darkness, drenched in perspiration. Fear pulsed through her. Her room was never this dark; never this silent.


She groped with her right hand for the bedside table, but it hit something soft, satiny. A cushion wedged down the side of the bed, she thought, puzzled, running her hand down it. She could feel quilting and something frilly. Her shoulders were wedged tight and she smelled unfamiliar smells of newly sawn timber and fresh cloth.


The headboard, she realised with a sense of relief; she must have turned sideways in the bed in her sleep. But she didn’t have a headboard. She tried to swing herself back, but she could not move. The quilted satin was all around her. It pressed against her right elbow and she pushed back. Nothing yielded.


She tried to shift her position and her face banged into something hard inches above her head. Both her arms were hemmed in; her legs, too; there was barely room to part them. She was cocooned in darkness. Hot darkness.


God it’s hot.


She breathed deeply, but the air came into her lungs slowly and she had to draw hard to get enough.


She tried to work out where she was. In a strange hotel? No. She had gone to bed at home – surely – ? The walls seemed to be squeezing in on her and she elbowed them away, irritated, tried to sit up, hit her face, sank back down.


Kick the bedclothes off to get cool; she wriggled her legs, but there were no bedclothes, just something light, a single sheet that had come untucked. She tried to find the light switch again; tried more determinedly. Smooth satin; around her, below her. Like being locked inside a sofa.


Where am I? ‘Hallo?’ she called. ‘Hallo?’ Her voice sounded small.


Her head was muzzy with the heat and the shortage of air and she had to fight hard for the next breath.


Car accident; the car had crashed on the way home and she was trapped.


Blind. I’ve gone blind. She screamed as a terrible panic ripped through her. ‘Help! Someone! Help me!’ Her knees drummed against the padding. She pummelled with her fists. ‘Help me!’


Then she sank back, exhausted, gulping at the air, fighting to suck it in. It was like being in a vacuum; she could almost feel the satin quilting being sucked in around her as she breathed. She pummelled with her fists again, screamed out, kicked, heaved herself up and down, twisted, turned until she did not know which way up she was facing.


‘Help!’ she cried. She tore at the satin with her nails, felt a tiny strip come away, got her fingers inside and tugged. She heard a rip, felt something cool flop against her face, breathed in fluff and sneezed. She sat up, cracking her head, and cried out in pain.


She dug her hands through the fluff, tugging it away, then reached something bare and hard and slightly rough. Wood. She knocked on it with her knuckles; drummed against it until it was too painful to knock any more and she rested her knuckles and lay back and fought for another lungful of air.


The walls were pressing in. It was getting smaller; she was being squeezed, crushed. ‘Hallo?’ she cried out. ‘Help me! Someone help me!’


Then suddenly the air was cool; she could breathe great gulps of it into her lungs, and see light so bright it was dazzling her. She heard the click of a door, footsteps on the landing outside; her neighbour in the flat across the corridor going to work. Six forty; he always left at six forty.


Jesus.


Kate sat up. Fear surged through her. Her bedclothes had slipped to the floor. She closed her eyes, then opened them again, scared to go back to sleep, and lay motionless for a few moments, collecting her thoughts, ignoring the cold draught that eddied around her, feeling more tired than before she had gone to bed. The light burned above her head; the light she had kept on all night.


She slid her feet on to the shag carpet; they felt as if they were packed in ice. The whole of her felt cold. She stood up, shivering, and made her way to the bathroom and turned on the shower.


The hot water on her body and the scent of the balsam conditioner in her hair could not melt away the horror. She saw Sally Donaldson’s face with the hideous rictus grin. She had seen death before, too many times to count; car crash victims and fire victims, a tramp who froze to death in a park, and a floater who was hauled out of the sea so bloated and swollen that his belly burst open and his innards tumbled out when he hit the deck rail of the boat.


But nothing had got to her the way last night had.


Buried alive.


Gave birth.


How long had she been alive for down there? What had gone through her mind? Who had certified her dead? Who the hell had been responsible?


She went through to the kitchenette and switched on the kettle. She poured some muesli into a bowl and diced a banana into it, not hungry but knowing she must eat something, line her stomach, get some energy.


Squares of light were appearing in the black wall of glass across the road; slowly they were joined by other squares like a huge puzzle being filled in. Cleaners were moving through the floors, employees were arriving to set about their insurance business. The drab concrete superstructure was developing like a photographic print out of the blackness of the fading night.


Clearer thoughts were developing in Kate’s mind. She had experience in Birmingham of trying to tackle a hospital scandal, a man who died of a heart attack an hour after being discharged. The hospital had closed ranks instantly; the medical profession knew how to look after its own. Every now and then a mistake did happen, but they were rare; they weren’t a major problem; unless you happened to be the mistake.


Unless you happened to be Sally Donaldson.


She needed to move fast, to take the advantage she had over the other reporters; after the first edition of the Sussex Evening News came out at eleven, every newspaper in England would be getting the story down the wires.


‘It is Tuesday, October the twenty-third,’ said a voice on the radio.


Tuesday. Twin Peaks. She went through and set the video with the same difficulty she always had, knowing more than likely something entirely different would end up on the tape. Then she took her Microfile out of her battered leather handbag, thumbed through the address section at the back and picked up the receiver of the old black telephone she had bought in a car boot sale.


Dr Marty Morgan was a local general practitioner who wrote a weekly column for the Evening News, dispensing advice to readers on health and fitness, and was paid a retainer to be available to advise reporters on anything medical. A fitness fanatic, he always spoke fast and slightly breathlessly, as if he had just finished a ten-mile run, or was perhaps in the middle of it. His column had imbued him with a modicum of local celebrity status to which he had reacted by cultivating a mid-Atlantic accent that reminded Kate of a disc jockey.


She had never met him, but had an image of him from his photograph, thin and rather neurotic-looking with short, black hair. ‘Sorry to call you so early,’ she said.


‘No problem, Kate, that’s what I’m here for,’ he said, a mite too cheerily for the time of day.


‘Could you tell me the medical procedure for defining death?’ she asked.


‘Are we talking about clinical death, or brain death for an organ donor?’


‘It’s a pregnant woman who’s died in hospital.’


‘She’s not a donor?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘OK, well assuming not, the degree of thoroughness might depend on whether death was anticipated. Basically they – we’d – check for vital signs, for any sign of a pulse. Look to see if they’re breathing; we’d look in the patient’s eyes. Within a few minutes after death you start getting beading of the veins across the eyeball and they’re a pretty fail-safe indicator. Maybe irritate the patient’s throat and touch the eyeball to test for a reaction.’
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