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P’tit a p’tit l’ouaise fait sen nic


Little by little the bird builds her nest


Edgar Macculloch, Guernsey Folk Lore




PROLOGUE


She is looking forward to going out. It has been so long since there has been anything to look forward to. Her new top is black and made of a satiny material. It feels cool against her skin and it has short sleeves and a low neckline. It is a cold night but she will take a jacket. When she gets to the bar, she will take it off and let her friends see.


It is time to let them see.


The scars run from the inside of her elbow down to her wrist. She traces her finger along one. It is palest pink now, almost silver, and very, very fine. Because she never cut deep … just often.


Her hair is long and curly and needs a wash but she brushes and braids it. The braid hangs over her shoulder. It looks cute: a little girl’s hairstyle. Boys like that sort of thing. She remembers reading it in a magazine. You have to be young enough to pull it off, though. And thin. And pretty. Lucky for her she is all three.


It is getting late. Mum offers to drive her but she says no. It is just an excuse to check up on her. She’d rather walk, she says, but when she gets outside it is colder than she’d thought. After walking for five minutes she decides to turn back. She will put on a jumper and tell Mum she’d like a lift. But then the car pulls alongside her. The window slides down. She doesn’t need her mum after all.


A rush of cold air brings her round. She can’t see properly. Her head is throbbing. She is in the car but it is not moving. She blinks, tries to clear her vision. She remembers. He had a gun. He had a gun and he hit her with it. He hit her so hard she blacked out and now there is blood in her eyes and in her mouth and she tries to open it, to scream but she can’t. It’s stuck fast and before she can figure out how to unstick it, he is there.


He is opening the door.


Her wrists are bound with silver tape. It shines in the moonlight. She was scared, before he hit her, before she blacked out. She was scared, but too polite to try to get out of the car.


He is pulling her out.


She is terrified. He is going to rape and kill her. She is going to die because she was too polite.


He is standing in front of her. He is smiling. And he is making noises.


He is humming.


She screams with her mouth shut, screams until her throat burns, pushing the sound through her nose and flailing her arms, uselessly, and he pushes her against the car and squeezes her throat until the pathetic noise she was making is silenced, replaced by a soundless trail of snot and blood.


He is stroking her hair. Fingering the pretty braid, the one she thought the boys would like. She whimpers. He leans in, puts his cheek next to hers. She feels his breath, damp and warm on her skin.


He is whispering.


Hush. Hush now. I’m going to help you.


He leads her through the night and she stumbles and she cries and then he pushes her.


Down.


Into the darkness.




ONE


JENNY


Thursday, 6 November


It was the same motorbike. She knew before she even saw it. There was something tinny about the sound of it, a high-pitched whine underneath the regular thrum and growl of the engine. She checked the rear-view mirror as he rounded the corner and came into view. Neon orange bike, rider dressed all in black, dark helmet, reflective visor pulled down. Definitely the same one. He followed her until they reached Grande Rue. Like he’d done every morning that week. As she stopped at the yellow line indicating to turn right, towards town, he undertook her and peeled off to the left, towards L’Ancresse.


It was like that on Guernsey. You ran into the same people all the time. There was a joke about it: something about sixty thousand people clinging to a rock. At twenty-four square miles it wasn’t quite a rock, but it was not far off. There was something unsettling, though, about this bike. Something threatening. She followed it.


She kept her distance until she reached the crossroads at L’Ancresse. To the left the road ran wide and straight to St Sampsons. Ahead a narrow track led to the rubbish dump at Mont Cuet. To the right were the common and the sea. The rider looked over his shoulder as she drew up behind him at the yellow line and although she could only see the reflection of her own car in his visor, Jenny felt sure that he was smiling at her. Goading her. He revved the bike’s engine. Fumes poured out of the exhaust. He turned back to face the road and then released his brake, swerving dangerously as he headed towards the sea, tires screeching, one last glance in her direction before he disappeared from view.


She was gripping the steering wheel so tightly her fingers hurt and her hands were sweating. She was being ridiculous. He was probably just some kid showing off. There was no reason for anyone to be following her. Not here. She wiped her hands on her jeans, opened a window to let in a rush of cool air, swung the car around and headed to work.


The drive into town took her south along the coast. The beaches on this side of the island were rocky, swathes of smooth, black pebbles in place of sand, the odd larger rocks protruding from amongst them, their peaks stained green and white with seaweed and dried bird shit. Buoys marking crab and lobster pots dotted the sea, their bright red surfaces faded to a milky pink by years of sunlight. Closer to shore, small fishing boats bobbed about, clanking and creaking against their dock lines; The Lady Katherine, Margot’s Dream, grand names at odds with the humble appearance of the weather-battered vessels, hulls peeling and streaked with rust. Across the Channel the sky was cloudless, weak rays of early November sunshine promising a fine day ahead. A brisk breeze whipped at the sea’s surface, sending spray over the wall and on to the windscreen of her car.


As she approached St Sampsons, the traffic became heavier, the rural lanes of the Vale, her home parish, giving way to the car-clogged roads of the town. She drove, stop-start, one eye on the clock, towards Bulwer Avenue and St Peter Port, past a mismatched strip of offices and apartment blocks. New crimes against architecture stood next to the faded remains of grand hotels, now empty and waiting to be converted into more offices and apartment blocks, or as the developer’s hoarding crowed:


LUXURY CONDOMINIUMS WITH SWEEPING VIEWS OF THE ENGLISH CHANNEL AND THE ISLANDS OF HERM AND SARK.


Nice if you could afford it, which she couldn’t. She’d thought London was expensive until she’d moved back and found out the best she could get here was a pokey bedsit in a dilapidated house on one of the least salubrious streets in town. Which was why, eighteen months after she’d returned, and at the grand old age of nearly thirty, she was back in her old bedroom, living with her mum.


The traffic slowed to a crawl beyond a low wall. It was high tide, and from here it looked as though she could just reach out and touch the sea. When she was little, it had held endless wonder. Home to mermaids and hidden cities, smugglers and treasure and the giant squid that her dad said he often glimpsed but never caught. She loved his stories. She would sit on his knee while he played euchre with his friends and listen to the gruff fishermen talk about their boats and the latest fishing regulations or some amateur who had got into trouble on rough seas and needed rescuing. If she were lucky, one of them would tell her a proper story, about a pirate, maybe, whose ghost sailed on the winds around the harbour. Then her mum would come along, shaking her head, telling them all to stop filling the poor girl’s head with silly stories and didn’t they know they were going to give her nightmares? But they didn’t give her nightmares. On the contrary, they filled her thoughts with colour and light and she dreamt of heroes rescuing drowning men, of pale ghosts on phantom ships, tall black masts on glittering oceans.


It was different, now. Now there were no mermaids or pirates or ghosts. Now it was just water, black and uninviting and hemming her in.


It occurred to her she should get out, see if there was anything worth reporting up ahead. Even a minor accident might make page three on a slow news day.


And on Guernsey, most days were slow.


Instead, she checked her reflection in the sun-visor mirror. Summer’s tan was fading. She looked pale, and her eyebrows, unruly at the best of times, were currently threatening a complete rebellion. Her hair, damp from her morning swim, was thick and blonde. She wore it loose around her shoulders, but it was too short. She was growing it. She ran her hands through it, pulling at the ends, as if doing so would encourage it back to where it had been. Before … She tucked it behind her ears, fingers brushing against the small scar at the nape of her neck. It had healed badly, leaving an itchy, raised welt. It would fade, the doctor had said kindly, given time. She’d known he had been referring to more than just the scar.


The car in front slowly rolled forwards. They gathered pace and she rounded the corner into town just in time to see a skittish-looking heifer being led down Vale Road by a welly-clad handler and a laughing policeman, to good-natured toots and waves.


She should have got out. A quick snap might have made front page.


The Guernsey News’s office was part of the Admiral Park development, on the outskirts of the main town of St Peter Port. Surrounded by a soulless collection of glass-fronted office blocks and on a busy main road carrying traffic to the brand-new Waitrose around the corner, the News’s office had only two things going for it location wise: ample parking and, beyond the steady stream of cars outside, sea views. Inside, however, it had many advantages. Open plan, bright and airy, a huge atrium filled the place with light on even the dullest of days. Floor-to-ceiling windows lined the sea-facing wall and on the opposite side of the room, glass-walled offices reflected the light from outside on to the office floor. On bright days, at high tide, ripples played on every surface.


At the back of the office, in a separate room, also walled with glass, were the printing presses. Anyone in the office by 6 a.m. could feel the floor vibrate and hum as the day’s paper rolled off the press before being stacked and tied into bundles ready for delivery to newsagents and supermarkets across the island. Jenny loved the smell of a freshly printed newspaper: the ink, sharp and metallic on the soft paper, the scent fading, like the news, as the day wore on.


She had missed the morning meeting so went straight to her desk. Covered in piles of crumpled papers and tooth-edged pages torn from notebooks, it looked like chaos, but she had a system and could find what she was looking for in a matter of moments. In the corner, next to her screen, was a picture of her dad, Charlie. Taken nearly ten years ago, he was standing next to his fishing boat, the Jenny Wren, just after she’d had a new coat of paint. He was smiling, his hat pulled down over his eyes to shield the glare from the sun. Later that day he’d taken them to Herm, a tiny island three miles off the east coast of Guernsey, and they’d had a picnic lunch on Shell Beach – tinned salmon sandwiches and a flask of lemon tea with milk – and they’d all got sunburnt. It felt like a lifetime ago.


She checked her emails. One from Sarah, asking if they were ever going to meet up for a drink – it was a rare occasion that Jenny’s friend managed to ditch the kids and make the fifteen-minute journey into town for a glass of wine. Jenny replied confirming she would love a drink and a catch-up if she could ever make it out of the office before 9 p.m., what with Sarah usually being collapsed on a sofa half asleep by that time of night.


Her police source (a second cousin, an affable Detective Constable called Stephen who relished meeting her for a coffee and giving her titbits of information) had sent her some photos of ‘strange’ graffiti at Moulin Huet. She was about to open it when another message caught her eye. It was the address. Unfamiliar. Could be spam. But she knew before she clicked on it.


BITCH


She closed it quickly, not wanting anyone else to walk past and see it. Because it felt shameful, somehow, to be called names. People might think she deserved it. She knew who it was from. Or at least, she knew what it was for. To remind her. That they were watching. She didn’t know how closely. The biker, for example. She told herself she was being paranoid. But was he a message too? She wouldn’t have thought she was worth that much effort. She moved the email into a folder she’d called Fairfield Road and stopped herself from pulling at her hair again, turned her attention to a Post-it someone had stuck on her phone.


SEE BRIAN.


Perfect. She screwed it up and put it in the bin.


Elliot, the new reporter, was pacing around on his phone. He was talking to someone about the Save The Islander campaign, an anti-immigration movement protesting the recent influx of foreign workers. It was a story Jenny had wanted, but it had been given to Elliot as some sort of initiation into the world of small-island politics. He was about Jenny’s age, she guessed, late twenties, maybe thirty, local, but had grown up in the UK due to some complicated family background she hadn’t figured out yet, and had only recently returned to the island. He was friendly. And good-looking in a wholesome, Boy Scout way; square-jawed and clean-shaven, neatly dressed, slim-cut shirt tucked into jeans, sleeves rolled up over toned arms. She wasn’t the only one who had noticed. The two interns were always blushing when he talked to them and she’d caught Marjorie, the semi-retired filing and photocopying lady, giggling at one of his bad jokes and then making him a coffee, bringing it to his desk like it was the nineteen-bloody-fifties. It was hard to hold it against him, though. He was annoyingly likeable.


He stopped as he walked past – he did that a lot – and perched at the end of her desk. She could see a small patch of stubble, missed in the morning shave, just below his left ear, and she imagined running a finger along his jaw, feeling rough stubble and then smooth skin. She felt herself blushing. She was as bad as the interns. Worse, even. At least they had the excuse of adolescence.


‘You should watch out,’ he said, ‘Brian’s on the warpath.’


‘What’s he moaning about now?’


‘Not enough decent stories coming in. I swear Mark left the meeting with tears in his eyes.’


Nothing new there. Nobody could understand how the mild-mannered Mark had made it as news editor, but one could only assume it was because he was such a pushover. It left Brian free reign to run the paper his way.


‘He wants to see you.’


‘Hmm?’


‘Brian. He wants to see you. I left you a note. As soon as you get in he said.’ He winked as he left.


A wink, Jenny thought, could be either cheesy or lecherous. Elliot somehow managed to make it charming.


Brian Ozanne looked up from his laptop and gave a thin-lipped smile. As editor of the island’s only daily newspaper he fancied himself a minor celebrity. He must have been at least sixty, but looked years younger, with his thick, glossy hair and skin that glowed just the right shade of sun-kissed brown. Jenny strongly suspected Grecian 2000 and a spray tan. A photograph of his wife took pride of place on the desk. Brian organised an annual Cancer Research fundraiser in her memory. Everyone in the office took part in sponsored silences or wearing pyjamas to work or shaving off beards and moustaches. Brian oversaw the whole thing personally, pushing everyone to raise more, to beat last year’s fundraising record, and then he matched whatever was raised. Which was all well and good, except he insisted, every year, on a double-page spread in the News, complete with interview and a picture of him, primped and preened, presenting the cheque to a charity representative. It was nauseating.


‘So, Jennifer.’ He leant back in his chair, hands steepled under his chin. ‘How do you think you’re getting on?’


This was a typical Brian question and would no doubt lead to a dressing-down of some sort. But Jenny thought she was getting on just fine. So that’s what she told him.


‘Very well, thank you, Brian. I’ve made some good contacts, produced some good copy. Mark seems pleased with my work.’ 	


‘Of course. Everything you produce is good quality. Nobody is denying that. This is not an issue of quality, no, no, no.’ He shook his head. ‘This is about quantity.’ He paused. ‘Frankly, Jennifer, you’re just not producing enough.’ He raised a hand to stop her interrupting. ‘I know you work hard, you put in the hours. But you’re going to have to work smarter. To increase your output. And, as of this morning, we’re down a features reporter. One of the girls is on sick leave so you can pick up the slack. Starting with the firework display at the castle this weekend. Take a photographer with you, get some nice pictures. Everyone likes fireworks.’ He picked up his BlackBerry and started replying to a message, a sign, Jenny presumed, that the meeting was over.


It was pointless to argue with Brian. He had been editor of the News for thirty years, as he constantly reminded everyone. He was also a bit of a prick on a power trip and not in the habit of negotiating. If Jenny wanted to keep her job and, right now, though she wasn’t entirely sure she did, she needed to keep him happy. She turned to leave.


‘And, Jennifer?’


‘Yes, Brian?’


He was still looking at his phone. ‘I had a call yesterday. Came through on my direct line which is quite unusual, my calls usually go through Rose, as you know.’


Jenny nodded, wondering if Brian was about to try to pin a switchboard error on her.


‘It was someone asking about you. A young man.’


‘Who?’ The question caught in Jenny’s throat and Brian looked up, eyes narrowed.


‘I’ve no idea. As I told the caller, I’m not your social secretary. Kindly make sure it doesn’t happen again.’


Jenny barely managed a nod.


She sat back at her desk and stared at her screen. Opened the folder, Fairfield Road. There were ten emails in there now, including today’s. She scrolled through them.


BITCH


BITCH


BITCH


BITCH


BITCH


BITCH


BITCH


BITCH


BITCH


BITCH




TWO


MATT


Friday, 7 November


The road to Pleinmont Point was closed to cars, so Matt pulled his old Fiesta into the nearest parking spot opposite the Imperial Hotel and turned off the engine. He wound down the window and lit a Marlboro. Waves broke loudly on the shore below. From here the West coast stretched out, one long sandy beach after another, Rocquaine, Vazon, Cobo, until the rocks and pebbles took over in the North. He finished his cigarette, undid his ponytail and let his long, lank hair hang about his face. His ears were too big so they looked better covered, but there was nothing he could do about his forehead. It shone with acne and there was a trace of the concealer he’d experimented with in his hairline.


Nerves. Over a girl. Pathetic.


Outside the night was cold. Along the sea wall they gathered in small groups, illuminated by torches they rested on the wall. Black clothes, black coats, black boots, with studs, chains and buckles.


He made his way to the spot beneath the trees where his friends met every Friday. Lauren was already there, sitting next to a portable barbeque, listening to Neon Fly and swigging from a can of Breda. Her breasts strained against her tight black top. He wondered if she did it on purpose, if she knew her T-shirts were too small. She probably did. She was what his dad would call a cock-tease. Not a slut. A cock-tease. It was different.


Matt sat down next to Sam.


‘Hi, Matt.’ Lauren smiled at him. Her lips were full and soft. Blow-job lips. She had a smudge of lipstick on her teeth. She handed him a beer. He mumbled a thanks, cheeks burning, and took a swig. Sam was talking about how shit his life was, how much he hated college, how much he hated his dad. Someone had changed the music. Slipknot. A band of cloud was rolling in. It was going to rain. Matt pulled up the collar of his coat.


‘Anyway, gonna love you and leave you, mate. Lauren and I were just about to go for a walk.’ Sam got up, held his hand out to Lauren, and pulled her to his side.


‘Here, help yourself.’ He handed the remains of the spliff to Matt and Matt watched them go.


Fucking bastard. Sam knew he liked Lauren. Matt had talked about nothing else for weeks. He rubbed his eyes, pulled his hair back, wound the elastic round so tightly his scalp hurt. He gripped his beer can, felt the thin sheet of aluminium give way beneath his fingers. He squeezed, crumpling the can, and threw it as high as he could. Beer sprayed out as it flew through the air before bouncing off the Tarmac across the road and landing at the feet of a heavily pierced kid.


‘Hey, watch out, dickhead!’


‘Sorry,’ Matt mumbled.


He drank four more cans and finished the spliff, texted a mate who was trying to persuade him to come into town, but Matt was well over the limit now and needed time to sober up before he drove, so he played Infinity Blade until the low battery warning came on. He chucked the phone on the grass beside him and lay on his back, gazing up at the sky, which looked trippy, because even though it was night and it should have been black, the low-lying cloud shone white in the moonlight, and the birds – or were they bats? – he wasn’t sure if birds slept at night – were black flitters across the sky. They made him feel dizzy, so he closed his eyes, lulled by the rhythmical thrashing of death metal and the shushing of the sea.


It was quiet. He sat up. The barbeque had burnt out, an orange glow barely visible beneath the flaky white coals. He felt around for his phone, switched on the torch. Lauren and Sam’s stuff was there, but there was no sign of them. Nearly everyone else had left. A couple, leaning against a car bonnet, were groping each other unenthusiastically, his head buried in her neck while she fumbled with her phone and his crotch simultaneously. Matt looked away, aroused and embarrassed.


Further up the road there was a hunched shape against the wall making groaning sounds. Matt got up, shook his head, took a couple of deep breaths and stumbled over. He had done a first-aid course at St John’s Ambulance a couple of years ago, part of a long-since-abandoned Duke of Edinburgh Bronze Award, and he always felt a certain responsibility in these kinds of situations. He crouched in front of the shape. Just a kid, couldn’t be more than fourteen. Puke splattered the Tarmac where he’d collapsed. Matt nudged him with his boot. Nothing. He nudged again, harder, until the kid mumbled a ‘leave me alone’ and rolled over, straight into a pool of his own sick.


Matt stepped away and looked around. Beer cans and chip papers blowing in the wind, fag butts ground into the Tarmac, puddles of vomit. He’d liked it here when he was a kid. Used to bring his kite. There was always a good breeze up near Fort Pezeries. Look what they’d done to the place! It was disgusting. And Sam was probably littering the cliffs with his used johnnies right this minute. Now seemed as good a time as any to tell him to fuck right off. With a galvanising sweep of his greasy hair, he set off into the night.


He walked away from the car park towards Pezeries Point, shining his phone in front of him, following the Tarmacked road until he came to the National Trust meadow, which was a short cut to the fort where he guessed Sam and Lauren were. So he left the safety of the solid Tarmac and stepped on to the thick, springy grass, which put an unwelcome bounce in his step, throwing his ankles in unexpected directions. He walked, unsteadily, nearly tripping when a rabbit ran out from the undergrowth, and it stopped, frozen, eyes glowing white. He swept his phone round so he could try to work out exactly where he was. A sign to the right of him warned of a sheer drop down to the sea below. That sobered him up. He figured wandering around on the cliffs in the dark was a bad idea so cut back to the road and followed it to Fort Pezeries, a ruined castle or fortress – he wasn’t sure what the difference was. The outer walls had been restored and you could climb up and walk along them. They’d be in there, fucking against one of the cannons probably. Or maybe Lauren was giving Sam head while he leant against the armoury wall, looking out over Rocquaine Bay. Matt stopped. Listened. Waves smashing against rocks. The nervous peep-peep of an oystercatcher. The rustling of bracken.


Something else.


Twigs breaking.


Rabbits. Overrun with rabbits this place. He remembered finding one up here once, thinking it was tame, reaching down to stroke it, only to find it was blinded by myxomatosis, its fur covered in open sores. He’d known he should kill it, to put it out of its misery, but he couldn’t do it and he’d let it limp, unseeing, into the undergrowth. He felt sick at the recollection. What the fuck was he doing? He needed to go, back the way he’d come, although he’d wandered off the path and he wasn’t sure which way that was, and suddenly everything was plunged into darkness. Shit. He pushed the power button on his phone, but he knew it was pointless. He walked a few steps, tripped over a rock, sticking straight out of the ground, then another one. A circle of rocks. He knew where he was.


Le Table des Pions, or the Fairy Ring as everyone called it, was a rough table hewn into a grassy plateau, surrounded by a ring of stones. On one side, dense foliage of bracken and gorse formed a natural windbreak, and on the other, flat, grassy headland led to sheer cliffs and beneath them, the sea. Built as a picnic spot for officials who’d inspected the island’s roads hundreds of years ago, locals preferred the other stories surrounding the place. About witches. And the Devil. The Devil came here, disguised as a goat or a wolf or a big, black dog and danced with witches. There was a tunnel somewhere here too. Not a real one, at least not as far as Matt knew, but according to legend all of the Devils’ cronies used tunnels to get around. The entrances were caves in the cliffs, which led deep underground. Stories. But Matt could not get the image of shadows lurking in dark caves out of his head. He imagined them swarming out on to the beach, right below here, and climbing up over the cliffs, finding him and then tearing him apart, piece by piece, and though he knew that it was the pot making him paranoid, he wanted to go. A thicker band of cloud rolled in and extinguished the pale moonlight. He turned, tried to get his bearings.


More twigs snapping. More rabbits.


Whispers. Just the wind.


Except … There was laughter too, he was sure of it. Rough, hacking laughter.


He remembered his lighter and felt for it in his pocket, hand shaking.


The noise again. Manic, high-pitched, more a scream than a laugh now. He held it aloft, swinging it wildly through the air, but he could only keep it lit long enough to see something pale in the middle of the ring, edges blurred. He thought, for a moment, that he might actually piss himself.


He wanted to call out, to see if Sam and Lauren were nearby, but he was afraid to make a noise. He felt, instinctively, that he should be silent. He steadied his hand, held the lighter in front of him, unlit, as if it might offer protection somehow. Fire! Witches were scared of fire. He shook his head. There were no fucking witches. But there was something. There was something in the circle. He’d had a glimpse of it. And he had a feeling, a horrible, ice-cold feeling, that it was something terrible, something worse than he’d ever seen before. He took a step closer. Sparked up.


The figure was flat on its back, arms and legs outstretched. Matt could barely breathe. Bile stung the back of his throat and he coughed, then put his hand to his mouth, desperate to muffle the sound. He wanted to run, but forced himself to step closer, closer, to lean forwards, to bring the flame down, so that he could really see.


It was grotesque. Limbs and head unnaturally large, tight bindings wrapped its wrists and ankles, which ended too suddenly, due to the complete absence of any hands or feet. Most striking though, was its hair. Carefully fanned out around the swollen head, the reflection of the flame on each peroxide blonde follicle created an unholy halo effect. Matt let out a garbled sound, half sigh, half laugh and sank to his knees.


It was a guy, trussed and stuffed and ready for a bonfire. The head, made from a hessian bag packed with straw, was a woman’s, the face drawn on cartoon style; large bright blue eyes with exaggerated eyelashes, rouged cheeks and full red lips, smiling up at him. It was wearing a long-sleeved white top and, on the right arm, somebody had slashed four lines, three vertical, one horizontal underneath. Straw poked out from the cuts, and strands of it littered the grass around him.


Noise, from behind. Matt staggered to his feet, swung around.


‘What the fuck are you doing, man?’ It was Sam, holding a torch. He looked dishevelled, and Lauren leant into him, bracken in her hair.


‘It’s a guy.’ His voice was high and hoarse. He cleared his throat. ‘Scared the shit out of me.’


Sam sauntered over to inspect it, shrugged his shoulders.


‘Probably just some weirdoes left it there, trying to fuck with people. Come back and have another beer.’ Sam and Lauren left arm in arm. A lone sea gull flew over them, a flash of white, its hack-hack-hacking cry unleashed into the night.


Matt crouched back beside the guy. It seemed a shame to let it go to waste. He held his lighter to the end of its right leg and watched as the trouser hem shrunk and retreated, each thread luminous for an instant before it melted away. The flames, fed by the fabric, grew quickly. He watched as the body of straw and newspaper shifted and twisted, as if it was fighting against the flames and the face, smiling up at him, with those big blue eyes locked on his, looked almost as if it was trying to tell him something and, for a moment, he wanted to save it.


But it was too late. The fire consumed it all.




THREE


JENNY


Saturday, 8 November


She walked into the kitchen in her pyjamas, a faded plaid shirt and wide-legged trouser set she’d had for years, her hair a tangled mess, dark circles under her eyes. It was just past six, but Margaret was already standing at the kitchen sink, dressed smartly in a woollen skirt and a printed blouse, sleeves rolled up to the elbows, pulling on a pair of bright yellow Marigolds. She refused to use the dishwasher. It was a waste, she said, no point running a whole machine for a couple of bits and pieces. There was no point in a lot of things these days, not according to Margaret, certainly not in anything that made life easier, and definitely not in anything frivolous or fun. Not since Charlie had died. She plunged her hands into the soapy water, clinking together cups and plates as she pulled each piece out and swiped at it with a sponge, lending the task a focused, frantic energy.


Margaret Dorey had energy in abundance. Before, she’d had so much to do. Charlie needed a packed lunch, a flask of tea, a T-shirt ironed or a missing sock found. He would leave his breakfast dishes and she would clear them away. She would do the laundry and then plan the evening meal before mid-morning so she could go to the shops if she needed anything. Now she only had Jenny.


She rose early and dressed fastidiously, perhaps taking even more care over her appearance than she had before, telling Jenny that she wasn’t going to let herself go, just because she was a widow. She kept the house immaculately clean and tidy. And she walked. Constantly. Up and down the house at all hours of the day and night, fidgeting and sighing, polishing a smudge off of a picture frame, rearranging ornaments on the mantelpiece, making endless cups of tea and then only drinking half of them as she became distracted by any number of mundane chores. It was maddening to an observer. Jenny imagined it must be even worse for Margaret.


Jenny poured some juice and sat at the table over a folded copy of the Daily Mail. She picked it up and flicked through the first few pages before throwing it back down with an exaggerated sigh.


‘I don’t know how you can read this rubbish.’


‘I like to know what’s going on in the world.’


‘Well, you’re not going to find out in there, are you?’ Jenny knew she sounded petulant. ‘I’m sorry. I’m tired.’


‘Did I wake you again last night, love?’ Margaret turned. She looked younger than her fifty-five years but they were quickly catching up with her. Her black hair was streaked with silver, the lines around her eyes were deepening and her face drawn. She’d lost so much weight. Not just from her body. It was like something that had been anchored deep within her had just floated away. Jenny had first noticed at Charlie’s funeral. She had taken Margaret’s arm to keep her from stumbling. She had been frail. Birdlike. Lightness and bones.


‘It wasn’t you.’ Jenny said. ‘Bloody kids letting off fireworks in the middle of the night again.’ She was not about to tell Margaret that she was having trouble sleeping. That, recently, she had been waking in the middle of the night, gripped with a cold, damp fear she had not felt for many years. Margaret found enough to worry about without Jenny adding to the list.


Margaret turned back to the dishes. ‘You got any plans for the weekend, love?’ she asked. ‘I saw Sarah in town the other day, with the little ones. She’s looking well for having three, I must say. She said you two were going out for a drink. That’ll be nice. You should be getting out more, you know. Have a bit of fun, meet some people.’


‘I know plenty of people, Mum. Don’t worry about me. And I am going to meet Sarah for a drink. As soon as I’ve got time. I’ve got to go into the office today. I’m covering the firework display up at the castle – after a quick swim.’


‘Not in the sea again? Why can’t you go the pool like normal people?’ She wore her exasperated look, reserved for what she considered Jenny’s most hare-brained ideas. It was a look Charlie had often received and it made Jenny smile.


‘The pool’s for wimps, Mum, you know that.’ Jenny finished her juice and dropped the empty glass in the sink. ‘Why don’t you come with me to the fireworks? I haven’t got much work to do and we could get something to eat when I’m finished. You never know, bit of fresh air, glass of wine – you might actually get some sleep afterwards.’


Margaret hesitated. ‘Tonight? I’m not sure. Aunty Pat mentioned she might phone.’ She avoided socialising these days, making excuses whenever Jenny suggested that they go for a bar meal or to the cinema or do anything that they used to do as a family.


‘Really? You spoke to her what, three days ago?’


‘All right, Jenny!’ She bristled.


‘Think about it?’


Margaret shook her soap-covered hands over the sink and peeled off the gloves, hanging them over the tap to dry.


‘I’ll think about it. Now you best get to Pembroke before the crowds. I hear it gets busy down there at the crack of dawn in November.’


‘Very funny, Mum.’


Margaret knew full well that Jenny hadn’t seen a soul on the beach for weeks.


Overlooking the rocky bay of Bordeaux, the crumbling walls of Vale Castle were decorated with strings of colourful lanterns. Behind them, through an arch of stone, people filled the castle grounds. Masked jugglers and fire-eaters paraded through the throng and the yells of excited children rang out over the buzz and hum of the crowd. Behind a row of metal barriers, a mountain of broken pallets and driftwood was assembled next to a small stage; the bonfire awaiting its guy. Next to it, a group of teenagers in band T-shirts huddled in a corner, swigging from a coke bottle and smoking roll-ups. Jenny smiled. It felt like only yesterday that she had been one of them and, for a brief moment, she almost expected to recognise old friends’ faces, before she remembered that they were all grown-ups now and half of them were probably at home with their own kids.


It was a perfect evening, the weather an autumn cliché. The only clouds in the starlit sky came from the tall chimney of the power station, just visible behind them, whispering its steady stream of fumes into the night.


Jenny looked over at Margaret. She had actually come out. Not only that, she looked relaxed. Happy, even. Her cheeks were pink from the chill. Jenny, feeling a wave of affection, linked her arm through her mother’s and pulled her close. She could smell the wool of her coat, and underneath the faintest hint of washing powder and perfume, comforting and familiar.


‘Glad you could fit me into your busy schedule. Won’t EastEnders be missing you?’


‘You leave me alone, Jennifer Dorey,’ Margaret sniffed. ‘You know I like fireworks. And I know you’re right, I do need to start getting out a bit more. As do you. I’m old; I’ve got an excuse. And, anyway, it’s Saturday. EastEnders isn’t on.’


They sat on a raised stone ledge near the entrance and ate hot dogs. A fiddler and a flautist played nearby, collecting coins in an open violin case.


‘Do you remember when dad did fireworks in the back garden?’ Margaret asked.


‘Yes. No fire safety then, was there? Lucky we didn’t all get our heads blown off.’


‘It was the Catherine wheels that worried me. He never nailed them in right. You never knew which direction they were going to fly off in. And the bonfires! They were always completely out of control, sparks flying all over the place. I was terrified the house would burn down.’


‘I used to hide in the shed while he lit the rockets.’ Jenny added. ‘I’d look out of the window until I saw that he was safely out of the way and then run out just in time to see them light up the sky. It was brilliant.’ She rested her head on her mother’s shoulder.


Deputy Ferbrache, one of the parish’s elected representatives, portly and bristling with self-importance, pushed his way through the crowd. Jenny had spoken to him recently about a beach clean-up initiative but he had spent most of the time talking about his recruitment company. Most of the island’s deputies had a day job which they tried to fit their government duties around. It explained a lot about the way things worked on Guernsey, which was, as a rule, haphazardly or not at all. Deputy Ferbrache was followed by a small girl, beaming with pride, the winner of the best-dressed guy competition, and her mother, who was carrying the child’s creation. It was a shocking pink froth of string, straw and ribbons with tumbling black hair. Jenny had interviewed them all for her report.


Deputy Ferbrache welcomed everyone. Congratulations to little Lily for her fabulous guy, wasn’t it fantastic? They all clapped and cheered as Lily was presented with a gift voucher for Machon’s Toy Store. Time to light the fire! More cheering as the deputy took the guy and climbed the wooden ladder at the side of the pyre, throwing it on top. Loud applause and then suddenly, with a bang, flames licked the wood. A gentle shifting and cracking as the fire took hold. Within minutes it blazed, bathing the onlookers in its warmth and its flickering light. Wisps of smoke wove through the crowd, carrying with them the sweet smell of cedar and pine.


The guy was the last to catch, the nylon and straw concoction burning easier and brighter than the wood below, an angel on a Christmas tree, dry flesh twisting and melting to the cheers of the audience. With the bonfire at full strength, the fireworks began. Standing nearby, a small boy wrapped up in a duffle coat, hat and scarf began to cry. Jenny started towards him, but a fat, jolly-looking woman wearing a premature Christmas jumper suddenly scooped him up.


‘Can you hear that?’ Margaret said.


‘Hear what?


‘Somebody’s screaming.’


‘Everybody’s screaming.’


But Margaret had turned her back on the crowd. ‘Not here.’


Jenny told her mother to stay put. It was much darker outside of the castle walls. She took her torch from her bag and switched it on. It was small but powerful. She kept it with her but rarely used it, preferring to avoid situations where she might need it.


The next scream came from the beach. Jenny’s chest tightened. She was scared, but not as scared as whoever was down there. She ignored the paved pathway which meandered down to the road, running instead straight down the grass-covered hill, ploughing through thick gorse bushes, thorns tearing at her jeans, but at least they slowed her descent enough that she avoided falling off of the steep bank at the bottom of the hill and on to the road.


More screaming. Definitely a woman. Less urgent, Jenny thought. But still terrified. She ran across the main road, pushing her way through the dense row of pine trees on the other side, on to a sandy path edged with large, granite boulders. She could follow this path round to the slipway, but quicker to go straight over. She pulled herself up on to a boulder, struggling to hold on to her torch as she tried to find a footing on the smooth rock. She slid down the other side and stumbled as she landed on soft, dry sand.


A woman stood sobbing halfway down the beach, where the sand firmed up before giving way to the pebbly seabed. Bathed in the amber glow from the power station behind them, she was dressed in running clothes, a body warmer zipped over a long-sleeved top and tight leggings, a woollen bobble hat on her head, the pompom glowing white, a tail on a frightened rabbit.


‘I just fell over her. Just fell right over her. Didn’t see her,’ she whispered, and stared down at a shape at her feet. Jenny shone her torch on it, flooding it in bright white light.


It was a woman. Twenty, maybe younger. She was beautiful and soaking wet – and dead.




FOUR


MICHAEL


Detective Chief Inspector Michael Gilbert was not one for tears. He’d cried in the hospital when his baby daughter Ellen had been handed to him, wrapped in a yellow blanket, her face scrunched and red, her tiny arms struggling against the swaddling. He’d wiped his eyes with the heel of his hand before Sheila or the midwife could see. Eighteen years later he’d cried at her death. Only a little. And not when he’d first heard the news. Then he’d been cold and dry. Numb, he supposed was the right word, although it had taken him years to realise this, to accept he’d been suffering from shock, not a lack of emotion. It was surprising, then, that he was shedding big, fat tears at the death of a stranger. He didn’t bother to wipe them away this time. It was dark and there was nobody watching.


He managed to articulate a couple of gruff instructions, clearing all the gawpers who had gathered on the headland, waving their phones in the air as they tried to get footage of whatever was going on below them. They should have been moved straight away, Michael thought. Last thing they needed was pictures of a dead girl floating around the Internet. He told the flapping detective constable who had been first on the scene, and was in the process of trampling over any evidence, to get some police tape up and secure the area. And then he looked at her properly.


She was beautiful. Not more than twenty, by his reckoning. So pale. White skin. Blue lips. She was wearing short sleeves. There were lines on the inside of her right arm. He crouched down next to her. Scratches. No, deeper. Cuts. Definitely deliberately done. They looked fresh. He took out his phone, snapped a picture close up. He felt around in his pocket for a pen, used it to gently move several strands of hair from her face. He took a few more pictures. Then he stepped back and looked around for a coat of some sort. It was far too cold for her to have been out without one. As if on cue, a chilly breeze lifted the bottom of his jacket and blew a handful of dried leaves across his shoe. She looked so cold. And so uncomfortable, the pebbles beneath her so hard. He wanted to wrap her up in a soft, yellow blanket and take her home to her mother.


There were two witnesses. One of them was hysterical, a late-night runner in all the latest gear. She garbled out a statement before nearly fainting and was carted off in an ambulance with an aluminium sheet wrapped around her as if she’d just finished a marathon. The other one was much more interesting. An angular-featured woman, attractive, although not pretty exactly. Striking, was probably the word, tallish and blonde, thick, sun-streaked hair pulled back in a ponytail, sharp, intelligent eyes. She gave a short but detailed statement. Jennifer Dorey. The journalist. Charlie Dorey’s daughter, if he wasn’t mistaken. He didn’t mention it. She’d had enough to deal with for one night.


With the tent up and Forensics inside, Michael took a walk down to the shoreline. The tide was creeping in. They would have to work quickly.


He looked out at the boats moored in the harbour, black shadows on the water, edges defined by weak moonlight. The girl could have been out on one, he supposed, fallen in, drunk maybe, and then washed up on the shore. Teenagers sometimes used empty boats for hook-ups. They’d had many a boat owner call in with reports of empty beer cans and used condoms found on deck on a Sunday morning. That was in town, though, where you could just jump over the marina gates and walk on to a boat. Here you’d have to drag one in. And there were plenty of secluded spots around the castle for a quickie – why go to the bother? Perhaps she’d been on a boat elsewhere and gone overboard. A possibility. Late-night fishing trip, perhaps, although she definitely wasn’t dressed for it. And someone would have called it in, there’d have been a search and rescue underway, and he certainly hadn’t heard about one.


Unless she had been alone. And there were only a few reasons a young woman would be anywhere near the sea, all alone, on a cold night like this.


Suicide. There were more than people knew about. Or at least, more than they liked to think about. Up to four or five, some years. Mostly middle-aged men, but they had a fair amount of teenagers too. He thought it might be something to do with the transition: child to adult, young to old. Difficult times. Drowning was a popular way to go. He supposed there was something fitting about it, for an islander to give themselves to the sea. And he imagined it might sit well with a teenage girl’s propensity for the dramatic.


He pulled his coat around himself. There were far more comfortable ways to go. Warmer ones at least. He’d thought about them. The first body he’d seen after Ellen’s had been swinging in the kitchen door frame of a cottage in St Martins, some bloke whose wife and kids had left him. Bloody fool, Michael had thought, killing himself when his family were only a couple of miles away, when he could have still loved his kids, held them and spoken to them, watched them grow. Michael had raged around the station for days afterwards, not realising, until he’d been ten pints into one of his increasingly regular benders, that what he was feeling was not anger. It was envy.


He walked back up towards the tent where it was now as light as day under the police lamps. Mostly rough gravelly sand and pebbles, a strip of soft sand at the top, banked up against the grassy headland. Not a tourist spot, this beach. It was small and scrubby and too near the rubbish dump. You could smell it, on a warm day, when the wind was blowing in the right direction, sweet and gassy. He’d come here with Ellen, when she was little and every time they’d had a whiff of it, he’d ask, ‘Was that you?’ and she’d fall about laughing. He smiled. Proper locals’ beach this was. A fisherman’s harbour, nothing fancy. Nothing like the town marinas, next to the shops and the nightlife of St Peter Port, or the Beaucette Yacht Marina, a little further along the coast from here, with its lobster restaurant and champagne bar. But it was pretty, here. Quaint. He caught a glint of green amongst the stones. Sea glass. He bent down to pick it up. It was a good one, the size of a fifty-pence piece, silky and cool to the touch. He rubbed it with his thumb and then slipped it into his pocket.


Forensics were nearly finished. He could hear them zipping up their bags. He poked his head in.


‘How’s it going, lads?’


‘Just about done. We’ve bagged up a couple of cigarette butts and we’re going to get her moved if you’re all done here?’


He looked at her again and was struck by how peaceful she looked. As if she’d just lain down for a rest, with every intention of getting back up again. She certainly hadn’t been in the water for long.


He thought, for the second time that night, of Charlie Dorey. Of what the sea could do to a person. People thought a body floated, but it didn’t, not right away. It would sink until it hit the ocean floor, only resurfacing after days of decomposition, bloated with gas. By the time it reached the surface, the flesh would be green and peeling, loose around the hands and feet. Degloving, they called it. And those were just the bits that hadn’t been eaten. Nibbled at by the same fish someone might find on their dinner plate later that week.


He felt almost grateful, then, that this corpse had eyes in its sockets and flesh on its bones.




FIVE


July 1959


The dried cow shit caught him on the side of the face, just above his right eye. It didn’t hurt. He turned. There were more of them than usual, seven – no, eight – the youngest no more than ten years old, the oldest perhaps fifteen. He kept walking. He knew they would follow him.


A sharp pain at the back of his head, the force enough to make him stumble, fall to his knees. A rock. There were no rocks in the field. They’d come prepared. He could feel the blood running down the back of his neck. He got up and carried on. More rocks, but none of them landing a blow as effective as the first. One to the shoulder, one to the back, he hardly felt them. He walked. He never ran. They were shouting:


‘Dirty Jerry! Your mother is a whore. She should have called you Fritz!’


By the time he got to the gate at the end of the field they were bored. He walked the rest of the way home alone, blood on his collar and piss in his pants.


Mother scrubbed at the shirt half-heartedly. Her hair was in rollers and she’d already done her face. She’d painted her lips a deep, dull red, the same shade as his school jotter. A cigarette hung from them, the lipstick bleeding into its white filter, flakes of ash floating into the sink as she shook her head. It was never going to come out, she said. ‘Nasty little buggers, why are they always picking on you? They’re jealous, that’s what it is, wish they were clever enough to have got a scholarship like you. Poor boy, look at you, never hurt anyone.’ She gave up and ‘left it to soak’.


He would clean it properly and put it to dry when she was gone.


She knew why they did it. It was nothing to do with the school he went to. She’d had enough of it herself. It was the women who were worst. He’d seen them spitting and sniping as she walked past. There but for the grace of God, that’s what Mother said. They’d all been at it, all of them, sanctimonious cows, she said. He knew that she considered herself unlucky. Stupidity played a larger part than luck where she was concerned. She’d been stupid enough to provide everyone with proof. Proof she was a whore with her little blonde-haired, blue-eyed Jerry-bastard baby.


She stood in front of him, pulling the rollers out of her hair. It was a new one tonight, she said, and she thought this one had ‘prospects’.


He doubted it. He couldn’t imagine who would possibly want her. She would never tell him her age – it was rude to ask, she said. But he had found her birth certificate in the box in the bureau. She was old. Nearly forty. Her eyes were going wrinkly and her chin was starting to sag. Just a little, but if he had noticed, so had she. That was probably why she’d seemed a bit depressed recently. It must be bad enough being a slut. Being an old slut must be unbearable.


She kissed his head before she left. ‘Don’t wait up for Mummy, darling, now will you? I might be a bit late.’ He said nothing, which clearly unsettled her. She was a talker, and was only quiet when she was miserable, so she would take his silence as a sign of unhappiness. ‘Don’t let them upset you, darling, now will you? You’re such a bright boy, so talented, so handsome. They’re just jealous,’ she said. ‘And things are on the up, you know? This one, the one I’m seeing tonight, he has prospects, I said that, didn’t I? It will be a fresh start, for both of us.’


Lies. All of it. There was no escaping what they were.


He reached under his mattress for his journal. It was a large, leather-bound book grandfather had given him before he’d hanged himself. Everyone said it was the shame of a traitorous daughter that made him do it; it was too much for him to bear.


It wasn’t. Grandfather had always been strange. He heard voices and spoke to people who weren’t there. It was a blessing when he died, even Mother said.


He wrote carefully the events of the day, from the moment he woke that morning up until his mother leaving the house. He wrote in detail, describing how the cowpat had hit him, the outfit his mother had worn out, the amount of blood he estimated he had scrubbed from his collar (two teaspoons). When he had finished he turned to the back of the book where he had started a new project.


He was creating a profile of all of the attributes he believed came from his father. He’d already listed intelligence, strength, good looks, fair hair and skin, all of the things that made him so different from the stupid, short, dark, island children who taunted him.


He had moved on from the obvious and had started noting the more subtle things. His fingers, for example, were long and flexible. It must be why he was so good at playing the piano – having tried it first at school he’d persuaded his mother to buy an old one he’d seen for sale at the church hall and he now practised for an hour every day. He’d noted ‘long fingers’ and ‘musical ability’ next to each other. This evening he added ‘accidental urination’.


He had been thinking a lot about this problem. Why did his strong, fit body let him down so regularly? Perhaps it was a problem his father suffered from. Perhaps he pissed his pants the day he landed on Guernsey, wondering what he would find there, expecting a bloodthirsty army, finding instead his mother’s welcoming cunt.
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