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To Erin Kelly











abandonment, n.


1. the act of leaving a person, thing or place with no intention of returning


2. the state or condition of being abandoned by a person or people


3. the surrender or devotion of oneself to an influence, passion, emotion












20 AUGUST


Five days before abandonment


——


1


From a distance, the screaming could’ve been seagulls, a familiar enough soundtrack on this coastal road with its shaggy moorland to the right, the sea’s long horizon on the left. Rory was running late, the satnav sending him up a lane barely big enough for a car, let alone a van, hairpin bends bringing him close enough to the water to wish he’d worn a wetsuit. Choppy out there, waves like white horses; if he went over, it was a sheer drop to rocks as big as boulders.


Brambles screeched against the van’s side, thorns scoring the paintwork. He slowed to a crawl but it made no difference to the damage, other than putting him further behind schedule. At this rate, he’d be home after dark. Again. The satnav’s route had plenty of potholes and mud too, a slippery juddering under his tyres. He kept picturing the van seesawing at the cliff’s edge, back wheels churning empty air, The Italian Job transposed to the Tin Coast.


No gold in the van, just a couple of hundred cardboard packages sorted into a dozen plastic sacks. Back at the beginning of this job, he’d tried to guess at some of the packages, a game to keep him company on the long drives. He’d soon given it up; the punishing schedule didn’t allow for games, or even comfort breaks. Four plastic drinks bottles rolled around the passenger footwell, one already filled. Most drivers chucked the full bottles out into the road – a charming new feature of Cornwall’s highways and byways – but Rory always emptied his down a gutter. It felt like a tiny triumph when he did that, though there wasn’t much to be triumphant about, he supposed, standing in the dark emptying a bottle of pee down the drain outside his own back door.


‘I’m a responsible driver,’ he’d said at the interview. ‘A safe driver.’


‘A fast driver?’ they’d quizzed.


Not asking, as he’d thought, about penalty points or convictions. Just keen to know if he’d make it through their schedules, which seemed angled more towards time travel than traffic conditions.


Two months ago the job had been a godsend, coming as funds were drying up. No one needed more travel agents but home deliveries were booming, everyone signing up for stuff to take the edge off isolation, conjure the illusion of luxury. He’d been glad of the work, still was, but it was knackering, far tougher than selling package holidays. His last drop-off had been a tower block, rare in this part of the world, sea views but you had to climb seven flights to get them. Lift out of order and a grumpy git at the end of it, asking what took him so long.


‘Christ!’ An oncoming car, blaring its horn, backed him into the hedge before weaving past and away. ‘Bastard!’


He stopped the van to catch his breath, heart hammering in his chest. Light-headedness, like altitude sickness, had him gripping the wheel even with the engine off. He was high on the cliffs above the sea at what felt like the edge of the world but was only West Cornwall.


Gulls screamed somewhere inland. An eerie sound, he’d always thought. He peered through the windscreen, expecting to see the birds wheeling off the water but the sky was empty. A big sky, the kind he used to rave about: Blue skies and endless sunshine . . . The summer was endless all right, hadn’t rained in weeks. The air had a pizza-oven hotness which said a storm was coming and his van had no air-con in front, only in the back; the driver could fry as long as no one one-star-reviewed a melted box of Black Magic or whatever passed for posh chocolates these days.


Rory rested his chin on the backs of his hands, taking a moment. Dead ahead, the cliff edge crooked its finger, beckoning that Italian Job image back into his head, of the van’s rear end swung out over the sea, box after box emptying out: foot spas, novelty LED lamps and crystal chandeliers all fleetingly airborne before taking a fatal nosedive to the rocks, washing up next morning on a tide of sodden cardboard.


‘Good riddance to expensive rubbish . . .’


From inland, that sound again, sending a shudder up his spine.


Not gulls. Kids. Screaming.


He gripped the wheel, waiting for the noise to make sense. Just the happy sound of summer spent in the garden, dodging water from a hose or a Super Soaker. He bet there was at least one Super Soaker in the back of his van. He fired the engine into life. Home after dark? He’d be lucky if he didn’t sleep in the cab. It wouldn’t be the first time, forget the so-called Break Policy. The bottle he’d filled thudded in the footwell, reminding him how badly he needed to pee again. A pothole did its (un)level best to make matters more urgent. The satnav’s route was taking him towards the screaming, which had to be coming from the new-build estate, Blackthorn Ashes. It was his first time on this route and he was curious, having heard fellow drivers discussing the families living there. ‘Money to burn,’ that’s what he’d heard, buying up everything from matching towel sets and hot chocolate machines to paddling pools and sun loungers. He squinted through the windscreen as the road twisted and turned, snaking between sea and scrubland. Wondering who in their right mind wanted to live all the long way up here, never mind building houses at what felt like the edge of the world. But as the van crested a curve and the ocean rose into view – miles and miles of sculpted silver – he began to see how special it might be to live with that view or just the prospect of it waiting behind your bedroom curtains. Just as suddenly, the road narrowed to a shriek of thorns and he reverted to his original judgement: ‘You don’t have to be mad to live here but it helps.’


Blackthorn Ashes was exclusive, that’s what he’d heard. Being built in stages to spread the expense, and to talk up that exclusivity. By the end of the year, eighteen houses would be perched on the cliff, the sea’s salt eating away at fancy floor-to-ceiling windows and white stone walls.


A straight stretch of road allowed him to call up the delivery rota, discovering just a handful of families were living in Blackthorn Ashes; a first phased occupation? Judging by the back of his van, those half dozen were spending a small fortune on the kind of miscellanea meant to make a British summer more endurable. His advice? Go to Portugal, or even Croatia. No matter how exclusive, Blackthorn Ashes was still stuck out on a cliff above the Atlantic. On a sunny day – he was certain the sales brochure said this – Cornwall took some beating. But the first snap of winter could close this road, cutting them off completely. Unless drones were delivering by then, there’d be no more yoga mats or ceramic diffusers finding their way into the hands of the lucky few living here.


Something thudded over his head.


‘Shit!’ He ducked, rolling his eyes as the sound sorted itself out into the padding of webbed feet. A seagull, leaving a one-star review of its own on the roof of his van.


‘Turn right,’ the satnav instructed, as if turning left was an option involving anything other than a short swim and a long afterlife.


Rory steered the van onto Ashes Road which deserved a special award for somehow managing to be more blighted by potholes than the road he’d just turned off. It forked this way and that, giving tantalizing glimpses of the destination ahead. There was a word Rory missed: destination. In his old job, it’d meant exotic, worthy of the notion of ‘destiny’. Now it was just a word the satnav snapped at him: ‘You have arrived at your destination,’ a tower block with a broken lift; ‘Your destination is on the right,’ a clapped-out trailer in a caravan park.


‘Arrived,’ the satnav said now.


Two seconds later, it repeated the word more firmly: ‘Arrived.’


Dead ahead, two recently planted blackthorn bushes were staked either side of a wide gateway where a granite boulder had been tortured into a signpost: Blackthorn Ashes, the ‘o’ a stylized wreath of thorns. He bet the sales brochure rhapsodized about the architect’s soaring vision, the strength of nature encircling the houses, protecting all those who dwelled here from invasion. For ‘invasion’ read ‘reality’. It was a promise Rory had made to countless holiday-seekers over the years. The thorns were carved deep into the boulder, striking a seam of pink in the granite, making him wonder if the sales brochure referenced Sleeping Beauty, always assuming they could wrest the appropriate copyright from Walt Disney. He was being cynical but as soon as he was through the gates, he could see what the fuss was about. The hedges hiding the view ended abruptly and there it was: sloping red roofs under a spotlessly blue sky, a green forest of ash trees crowding behind. The homes were spaced apart, each elevated from its neighbour. The first impression was of an alpine village, that irresistible combination of Scandinavian warmth and coolness. The houses themselves were a blaze of sunshine, every window gleaming, every lawn an emerald. Big, bold houses lush with glass and timber but charming, not aggressively modern, and packed with light. The perfect houses for the location, soaking up the sea views, snug to the cliffside. You couldn’t see the sea but you could hear it and you could smell it. SOLD signs outside a couple of the houses were fading in the salt air. More signs asked visitors to please park here, ‘Children Playing’, and go on foot. Brick dust was specking his windscreen but the building site for the second and third phases was well hidden to anyone driving through the gates. And since there wasn’t any other way in or out of Blackthorn Ashes, that’s what mattered. Rory was impressed, in spite of himself. It had nothing on the real Scandes, of course. But for West Cornwall, it was really something. It’d taken a dreamer to make this, a dreamer and a doer. He wondered about them as he parked up – the architect and the engineer – wondered if they were part of the noise he could hear up ahead where a wide ribbon of tarmac turned west towards the sea. His bladder reminded him of more pressing matters.


He released his seat belt, climbing from the van.


An arch of blue and white balloons joggled in the near distance, voices carrying on the breeze. He stood for a second, giving his spine time to readjust before swinging open the van’s rear end in search of the afternoon’s deliveries. It was approaching three o’clock. He was almost two hours behind schedule but reluctant to rush, wanting to soak up some sun, maybe a little of Blackthorn Ashes’ gloss and glamour. The tower block from this morning felt miles away, as if he’d entered another country or another continent. There were actual goosebumps on his forearms as he loaded the cardboard boxes into a sack, setting off in the direction of the nearest house.


A short walk down the sloping tarmac brought him to the front door of Hawthorn, the first address on his app. Seaside-blue door, brass letter box not quite big enough to take the book they’d ordered. Rory guessed it was a book, too heavy for a DVD. The address label said V. Prentiss.


He rapped on the door, watching the breeze bounce the balloon arch. Someone’s birthday, he guessed, or a street party. The smoky smell of a barbecue blew across the communal garden: a circle of pampas grass and palm trees that hid the lower half of the houses from his view. Living here, you probably found excuses for parties every other weekend. The weather was especially good right now but he could picture wood-burners in sitting rooms (the houses had the right chimneys), fat sofas, slouchy beanbags for the kids. He had an urge to press his nose to Hawthorn’s windows, see if the houses were just as special inside.


And yet there was something . . .


A strange sort of silence, stifling, punctuated by the semi-hysterical sound of the party.


Red dust freckled the windows. The same dust had gathered in high triangles at either side of the door. A shiver travelled up his spine – someone walking on his grave. The isolation up here was too much. Oppressive, claustrophobic.


No one was answering his knock, no footsteps coming down the stairs or from the garden at the rear of the house. He rapped again because that was the drill but he already knew he was going to have to leave this particular package with a neighbour.


He dropped the book back into the sack, bringing out the next delivery, this one small enough to slot through a letter box. Weighing it in his hand, he took a punt at . . . iPhone charger.


Addressed to Trevor Kyte, care of Redthorn.


Redthorn was sporting even more dust, plus dirty windows. Rory posted the package through the letter box, knocking in the hope of leaving the first delivery with Mr Kyte. No answer here either. This time he put his nose to the window, squinting inside. What he could see of the sitting room looked like a squat: boxes, sleeping bag, piles of clothes. Paradise was a work in progress.


The next package was bulkier than the first but weighed less. A plastic kid’s toy, he reckoned, or a cheap toaster. For J. Mason at Maythorn.


He followed the curve in the road, looking at each house’s name as he went past – Quickthorn, Silverthorn – finding Maythorn nearly at the end, where he also found the street party, on a long island of communal lawn that ran in front of the houses.


He saw the kids first. A boy of about ten and a younger girl staggering about between trestle tables where plates and cups were stacked. Two steel planters stood in as ice buckets, beer and fizzy drink cans floating on a sea of melting ice cubes. The two kids were chucking ice at one another half-heartedly, as if the game had been going on a long time. They looked like brother and sister, the girl maybe six or seven. Both kids wore one-piece swimsuits, the kind with built-in sun protection. The boy’s was blue camouflage, his sister’s pink pineapples. A couple stood to one side, holding tall glasses with paper umbrellas perking the rims. A youngish woman in a red vest and yellow sarong balanced a baby on one hip. The youngish man next to her had half an eye on the battle with the ice cubes. He called a warning to the boy as Rory approached.


‘Felix, calm down . . .’


From the sound of it, it wasn’t the first warning he’d issued.


Behind the trestle tables, a dark-haired woman in a green dress was slicing buns with a bread knife while a man in a navy apron over chinos and a T-shirt worked the barbecue with gusto, his hair curling in the heat.


‘This’s almost hot! When’s the meat coming?’


This provoked a snigger from a blonde in a hot pink bikini and cut-off jeans, lounging in the lap of a third man who sat in a deckchair with a bottle of beer glued to his lips. Baked-in tan, faded jeans and cowboy boots – like the Marlboro Man took a wrong turn and ended up in Cornwall.


‘No clue, mate,’ he said in answer to the question about the meat. ‘You’re in charge of the menu, like you said. I’m just here for the beer.’


‘Oi!’ The blonde in the bikini cuffed his shoulder, wriggling deeper into his lap.


He ignored her, necking a long mouthful of beer. ‘Organic burgers, wasn’t it? Local venison . . .’


‘Coming up!’ The man at the barbecue spun his utensils like a pair of pistols, a big grin fixed on his face. ‘Soon’s the delivery gets here.’


No one had noticed Rory standing with his sack of deliveries like an out-of-season Santa whose need to relieve himself was now desperate.


‘Felix, Chloe . . . Calm down.’


The baby began to cry weakly, its mother lifting it to her shoulder, cradling its head. The woman in the green dress finished with the buns and started on a bowl of sweetcorn.


‘S’cuse me.’ Rory stepped closer, hefting the sack. ‘I’m looking for V. Prentiss?’


Their faces turned his way, more or less at the same time, giving him the feeling he’d intruded on something so private it should never be spoken of, almost as if he might be asked to sign a non-disclosure agreement to that effect.


The blonde in the bikini wet her lips, Marlboro Man narrowing his eyes until his face became lupine. The young couple shielded their eyes with their hands, moving closer to their kids who’d stopped racing and were standing open-mouthed, staring at Rory. The woman in the green dress was the first to recover, wiping her hands on a tea towel as she appraised him.


‘You’ll find Val Prentiss at Hawthorn, the first house as you came in.’


‘No one’s in, I don’t think. Could someone take their package?’


The sun drew a shadow from the timber lintel of the nearest house so that for a second the house was frowning at him, all the houses were, wanting him to leave and let them get on with whatever secret business he’d disturbed.


‘I can pop a note through the door?’


‘Of course!’ The curly-haired man came out from behind the barbecue. ‘Welcome to Blackthorn Ashes. I’m Adrian Gale, this’s my wife Ruth. Our kids’re round here somewhere . . .’


Rory shook the man’s hand even though it was odd being greeted like a guest.


‘Thanks, I’m Rory. If someone could take . . .’ He fumbled in the sack for the package he’d failed to fit through Hawthorn’s letter box. ‘Looks like a book. Sorry . . . This.’ He held it out.


‘Have you tried knocking?’ Adrian’s wife Ruth added a brisk smile like an afterthought. ‘They should be home.’


‘They’re not . . . At least, I don’t think—’


‘Gale!’


The shout cut him short.


‘I want a word with you!’


Rory turned to see a stocky man on crutches swinging his way towards them. When he reached the barbecue, he waved one crutch at Adrian Gale.


‘This’s your answer to my question, is it? A bloody street party?’


He wore a short-sleeved shirt and beige shorts like a scoutmaster. And one slip-on leather shoe, on his left foot. His right foot was strapped inside a black plastic walker boot. They sold the boots on the website Rory worked for. He’d often wondered how many of those who ordered them actually had broken feet.


‘What about that bloody death trap in my garden? No explanation there!’ The man snarled in Ruth’s direction. ‘Perhaps I should fill it with baps, since that’s what you’re all so busy doing.’


‘Luke, let’s talk about this.’ Adrian started to untie the apron from his waist. ‘I’ve been wanting to talk about it, as you know . . .’


He glanced at Rory, a hint of apology in his expression. Luke swung to fix Rory with a stare. Every inch of his face was red and, since he was bald, every inch of his head too. His eyes and nose formed a furious triangle in the dead centre of his face; he looked like an angry bowling ball.


‘Who the hell’re you?’


‘Delivery guy.’ Rory held up his sack. ‘Just looking to drop off a few packages.’


It distracted Luke, momentarily. ‘Anything for Dearman?’


‘Um . . .’ Rory checked his app. ‘Which house?’


‘Silverthorn. The one with the deathtrap garden.’ He jiggled his crutch in Adrian’s direction. ‘Right, Gale? Bloody deathtrap!’


‘Something for Mason but not Dearman.’ Rory pocketed the app. ‘Sorry.’


Luke snorted, turning his attention back to the barbecue. ‘This’s your idea of dealing with the problem, I suppose, fiddling about with sausages while the rest of us burn . . .’


‘Let’s talk,’ Adrian said again. ‘C’mon, Luke. Have a lager.’ He reached for the nearest bucket, scooping up a can. ‘It’s cold!’


‘You’re a bloody disgrace.’ Dearman leant on the crutches, stretching his neck in the other man’s direction. ‘I wouldn’t treat an animal this way—’


‘That’s enough.’


Ruth Gale put the tea towel down, speaking quietly but with enough steel in her voice to make everyone pay attention. ‘There are children here.’


‘Your husband needs to face up to his responsibilities!’ Luke’s face turned a deeper shade of red. ‘I’ve informed Health and Safety, so you know. I expect they’ll be round soon enough. Then we’ll see what’s what. Children!’ But he swung to one side, away from Ruth’s husband.


‘Meat’s here.’


Marlboro Man pointed his beer bottle back the way Rory had come, to where a white van was parking up. Adrian hung his apron over a deckchair.


‘Stay and have a burger with us,’ he told Rory. ‘You can freshen up at our place.’ He wiped his hands on his jeans, smiling. ‘Come on, you’re probably running late as it is. And don’t you guys have to take regulation breaks?’ He was an irresistible force. ‘Leave the packages at ours, use the bathroom, grab a bite to eat. How’s that sound?’


Rory’s bladder settled it. ‘Thanks, that’s very kind.’


He fell into step at Gale’s side, anticipating a sales pitch since this was clearly the man whose vision had made Blackthorn Ashes a reality. Not the architect, he guessed, but a head honcho in sales maybe. They walked under the arch of blue and white balloons.


‘You’re still building here?’


‘Twelve more houses to come.’ Adrian rubbed a hand through his hair, looking tired all of a sudden. ‘But then that’s it. We’re keeping it small. Friendlier that way, you know?’


Neither of them mentioned the angry man on crutches.


Adrian took him to a big house on a corner plot where the floor-to-ceiling windows were splashed with sunshine.


‘This’s us.’ He opened the front door with one hand. ‘We don’t bother locking our doors here, everyone’s a friend.’


‘Can’t remember the last time I saw that,’ Rory said.


He bet Luke Dearman locked his door, though.


‘We’ve got biomass boilers, sheep’s wool insulation . . . I won’t bore you with the details. Ruth says I’m like Alexa . . . Come on in.’


Adrian was toeing off his deck shoes on the doorstep.


Something flashed at the periphery of Rory’s vision. Coming up the side of the house across the street – Silverthorn? – was a boy in a faded blue T-shirt and jogging bottoms. Older than Felix but not much. Thirteen, fourteen at a pinch. Seeing them outside Blackthorn, he dodged back up the path.


Adrian’s kid, Rory guessed, looking to get out of whatever chore he’d been given at the party. Adrian hadn’t noticed and Rory didn’t enlighten him, following the man into the house which was exactly what he’d expected. Three walls of the sitting room were windows, bringing in the bright blue of the sky. A right-angle of sofas jumbled with cushions, low tables holding lamps. Just that glimpse was enough to have Rory imagining his family here, soaking up the last of a spectacular sunset, stomachs stuffed with a home-cooked meal. Easiest sales pitch in the world. Forever homes.


Except Luke Dearman didn’t think so.


Rory wondered what’d gone wrong in Luke’s garden. He considered asking Adrian but couldn’t afford the time it would take to listen to the answer; something told him it wasn’t a short story.


‘Loo’s through there.’ Adrian pointed. ‘Let me fix you a cold drink. Coke okay?’


‘Just water, thanks.’


The downstairs cloakroom was small but Rory knew there’d be a family bathroom upstairs, probably with sea views. He emptied his bladder, washing his hands thoroughly at the basin before drying them on a pebble-coloured towel.


‘Through here,’ Adrian called.


The kitchen had been polished to within an inch of its life, winking with quartz. Shuttle-sized fridge, central island sporting a tombstone-sized slab of marble, instant hot water tap, the works.


Rory gulped down iced water in a long glass.


‘Thanks for this. I shouldn’t, really. Against the rules.’


It’d occurred to him that Luke Dearman might file a complaint, complaints being his thing.


‘I’d better get going. You said I could leave the packages with you?’


Adrian reached into the fridge, taking out a bottle of water which he pressed into Rory’s hand. ‘For later. And let me fix you a burger to take away, won’t be two minutes now the meat’s here.’


Back outside the house, Rory saw a group of young people gathered around the white van that’d parked alongside his. Two young white women and a black man, all in their twenties by the look of them. The sun had gone behind a cloud, blotting the shadows and making everything easier to see. Luke Dearman was limping away from the barbecue. The hot pink bikini was still wedged in Marlboro Man’s lap.


‘That’s my daughter, Agnes, helping down at the van.’ He heard the pride in Adrian’s voice. ‘My son’s round here somewhere . . .’


Hiding, Rory thought, and good at it. Maybe the smell of the burgers would lure him out.


‘Thanks for the comfort break but I really ought to get going.’ He paused, to take the obligatory photos of the parcels inside Blackthorn’s open front door.


Adrian held out his hand again. ‘Good to meet you, Rory. Thanks for driving all the way out here, I know it’s not the easiest of routes.’ His smile was strained, as if he was dreading getting back to the street party and would’ve liked to hitch a ride in Rory’s van.


When Rory reached the van, the three young people were laughing together. One of the women was skinny, her hair in a buzz cut that showcased high cheekbones, wide dark eyes. Dressed in black jeans and a grey hoodie whose cowled neck gave her the appearance of a novice monk. Adrian’s daughter, Agnes, he guessed. She had her dad’s eyes.


The other woman was in cycling gear, built like an athlete. The man was the one you looked at, though, even if, like Rory, you weren’t attracted to men. Over fraying jeans he wore a silk robe madly patterned with peacock feathers. His hair was dark-blond dreadlocks cut short, his skin shockingly smooth, his bare feet as beautiful as the rest of him.


‘You’ll have to excuse her,’ he was saying, ‘she’s a vegan.’


He said vegan in the hushed voice of someone saying virgin at an orgy. It brought a bubble of laughter from Agnes who swiped at the man’s arm.


‘Not all of us love meat as much as you!’


The athletic woman joined in the laughter after a tiny pause that told Rory she was a stranger, although possibly not for long.


‘I’ll let you in on a secret,’ she said. ‘I’m vegan too. This,’ nodding at the meat van, ‘is just a favour for a friend. I promise it’s not my real job!’


Rory felt the way he had inside Blackthorn, drawn to the promise of this place where beautiful people greeted strangers like old friends. But it was Luke Dearman who was on his mind as he climbed back into his van, the furious way the man turned the party into an interrogation. Most people had a neighbour they’d prefer not to spend time with. But all the way out here, in a place like this, how did you avoid a man like Luke? And what happened when you couldn’t?


Rory checked his schedule, finding ten minutes left of his mandatory break. He could’ve had that burger after all. He wasn’t vegan like Adrian’s daughter, and he was hungry enough to eat two burgers. What was in a vegan burger? he wondered. Mushroom, probably. He watched the young people, finding it hard to believe the athletic-looking woman was vegan. Whether she was or not, her hands were a mess from handling the meat Adrian was waiting to grill. In the bright sunshine, the blood looked almost indelible.


Agnes studied the rusty stains on the other woman’s hands, thinking, Where did you come from?


Iris (she hadn’t given her surname) was a couple of years younger than her, and a couple of inches taller. Chestnut hair in a ponytail, sunglasses pushed up into an Alice band, almond eyes, a pink-tinted mouth. Snakeskin leggings to just below her knees, neon vest stopping short of her slim brown waist. Bare shins, tan leather ankle boots. She glowed with good health. It hurt Agnes to look at her; she felt old and pale, her skin papery under her clothes, her bones like glass.


‘Seriously,’ Iris was saying. ‘Sorry about this, hazard of the job . . .’ She held up her hands, their palms wet from the meat she was unpacking. ‘I couldn’t use your bathroom, could I?’


She smelt of rust, and underneath of spices. The scent came in colours: burnt amber with a hot red thread of chilli or paprika. Errol was telling another joke, making Iris laugh. Her whole face lit up when she laughed. Agnes could see flecks of gold in her green eyes.


Errol turned neatly to raise his eyebrows at Agnes, his peacock robe swinging. ‘Yours, I think,’ that’s what his eyebrows were saying. Iris was like the drinks Dad was serving at the barbecue: long and cool and refreshing. Agnes hadn’t seen anyone like her. Nor had she felt like laughing in a long time, although Errol invariably helped with that.


The other delivery van remained parked in place. She’d seen the driver chatting with her father, the two men coming out of their house together. Dad, she knew, couldn’t resist inviting every visitor into Blackthorn. The van driver lay back in his seat now, dozing. On a break. Agnes wondered whether Iris was due a break.


Errol, as if reading her mind, said, ‘You can freshen up at Agnes’s place before you join us for the party. You are joining us for the party?’


‘I’d love to but I’d better get this to the barbecue before it makes any more mess . . .’ Iris scooped a shallow crate from the van.


Errol made a shield of his hands. ‘Look away, little vegan.’


The three of them set off for the street party which’d been Dad’s idea, a way of bolstering morale after all the small disasters of the past five weeks. Agnes bit her lip. Could disasters be called small when so many of them kept happening?


‘Wow. It’s amazing here,’ Iris said. ‘These houses! Which one’s yours?’


Errol waved in the direction of Quickthorn. ‘Not really, though. Bette and I live up the road.’ He waved again, this time in the direction of the coastal path.


‘Who’s Bette?’


‘My grandmother, their housekeeper.’ He sent a serene smile across his shoulder to Agnes. ‘Everyone’s housekeeper. She’s staying on site, some of the time anyway.’


‘Really?’ Iris carried the crate of meat as if it weighed nothing at all. Agnes could see the smooth shape of the muscles in her shoulders. ‘You have a housekeeper, living on site?’


‘It’s temporary.’ Agnes felt embarrassed. ‘Bette gets the new houses ready before they go up for sale.’


‘She’s Cornwall’s leading cushion-plumper.’ Errol was swinging a plastic bag filled with sachets of sauce for the meat. ‘My lovely grandmother.’


‘And you stay here too?’ Iris asked him.


‘Sometimes,’ Errol said. ‘For my sins.’


A slap of wind brought dust from the bottom of the estate. Iris dipped her sunglasses into place, squinting in that direction. ‘You’re still building?’


Agnes saw her staring at the blind spots and no-go zones, fences warning you to Keep Out. Floodlights too, mounted on scaffolding that looked like watchtowers.


‘It’s a bit of a war zone, isn’t it?’ Iris said. ‘A gorgeous war zone but still . . .’


Agnes liked her even more for seeing through the surface gloss to the dark heart of Blackthorn Ashes. She waited as Iris handed the crate of meat to Dad who was keeping the barbecue hot. Her mother, Ruth, was preparing mushrooms. Trevor and his girlfriend were kissing in a deckchair. Barry and Janis Mason stood together, talking about the baby, Sasha, who was sleeping against Janis’s shoulder. Tim and Val Prentiss had been here at the start of the party, helping to set up tables, but there was no sign of them now. No sign of Luke Dearman either, which was a good thing. Agnes crouched to put her hands in a bucket of ice, fishing out cans of Sprite. She handed one to Errol, the other to Iris who was explaining to Dad about the meat. He was quizzing her on its provenance even though he’d done this already by phone. ‘And how’re animal welfare standards being met exactly?’


When Iris finished explaining, Agnes said, ‘You wanted to use the bathroom?’


Errol came with them to the house, sitting on Blackthorn’s kitchen island while Agnes showed Iris to the bathroom upstairs. When Agnes came back down, he said, ‘Ask her.’


‘Ask her what?’


‘How animal welfare standards are being met . . .’ He rolled his eyes. ‘On a date. Ask her on a date.’


‘I don’t have the energy.’ Just walking upstairs had exhausted her. ‘She’s nice, though.’


‘Sprite is nice. She’s gorgeous. Like this war zone we all live in.’ Reminding Agnes that Iris was on her side instinctively, despite the bloody hands. ‘Plus, she’s vegan . . .’


‘I still don’t have the energy. For the explaining, apart from anything else.’ If she’d explained herself to Laura in London, she might still be there, rather than trapped in Blackthorn Ashes.


‘You’re autistic,’ Errol said. ‘You’re not contagious.’


He said it simply but with fierce affection, defending her, the way he always did. Whatever else she might regret about moving back home, she’d never regret finding Errol. They’d only known each other five weeks but he felt like a best friend, the kind you kept for life.


‘Where’d I take her? I wouldn’t want her here with everything that’s happening. It’s unsafe.’


She could say this to Errol, knowing he’d understand. She couldn’t have said it to her parents, or to anyone else in Blackthorn Ashes.


‘Take her to the pub. Go in her meat wagon. You can light a candle to Linda McCartney as penance when you get back.’


‘Linda McCartney was vegetarian, not vegan.’


Errol rolled his eyes. ‘So you can light a candle to . . . Woody Harrelson.’


‘A soya candle.’


‘Of course soya. I’m not a monster.’


‘Thanks for that . . .’ Iris came into the kitchen, scrubbed and clean and, yes, lovely.


Agnes was about to ask how long she could stay when Christie burst through the back door, kicking it shut behind him. He ignored them, going to the fridge to get one of his Monster cans and a six-pack of Dad’s Brew Dog which he hung from his fingers as if it was an afterthought.


He left the way he’d come, Brew Dog bumping through the door after him.


Errol murmured, ‘Exit, pursued by beer . . .’


‘Who was that?’ Iris laughed.


‘My brother,’ Agnes said. ‘Christie.’


‘Your brother? But isn’t he, like, twelve?’


‘Thirteen,’ Errol corrected. ‘Going on thirty.’


‘My mum had trouble getting pregnant the second time.’


Too much information, Agnes. She bent to scratch her ankle, and to hide her embarrassment.


‘Doesn’t he get lonely out here?’ Iris asked. ‘There aren’t a lot of teenagers around. And doesn’t anyone have a pet? I thought you’d all have dogs. My boss warned me to watch out because they smell the van coming for miles.’


‘We had a rabbit,’ Agnes said. ‘But she died.’


‘We have a dog.’ Errol slid off the island. ‘He isn’t allowed in the houses here, you’d understand if you saw him . . . I’m starving, shall we go?’


He held the door for the pair of them so Agnes and Iris could leave together.


Back at the barbecue, her parents were plating up chargrilled sweetcorn and baked potatoes. Trevor had moved Sandra off his lap onto the grass at his feet. He was rolling a cigarette.


‘Where’s Christie?’ her mother asked.


‘He’s around. We saw him at the house just now . . . Dad, can Iris have a vegan burger?’


When they had food in their hands, Errol offered Iris a guided tour. He was trying to get Agnes away from Ruth, and Trevor. He knew she was on edge around them, even if he didn’t know why. He did his best to steer her clear of the stress that was everywhere in Blackthorn Ashes, no matter how hard Dad tried to plug the gaps or seal the leaks with his smile and his generosity, his unsinkable optimism.


A door slammed in the street.


Silverthorn. Agnes felt her shoulders stiffen.


Errol took a bite of his burger. ‘Don’t Luke Now . . .’


Iris turned to Agnes for an explanation but she shook her head. ‘One of the neighbours . . .’


Luke Dearman was fighting with his crutches, gearing up for another round with Dad. He couldn’t leave it alone, as if he drew strength from constantly confronting people. Agnes was aware of her father turning sausages on the grill, one eye on the commotion. She’d lost count of how often he’d let Luke shout at him, flinging insults for everyone to hear. Even at a distance, the man’s fury managed to transmit itself, making everyone except Trevor tense up. Janis cupped baby Sasha’s head, turning away. Only Iris watched, curious to see what Luke was doing. He planted the crutches in the tarmac one after the other, as if he were planting flagpoles on the moon. Before he’d even reached them, he was shouting.


‘Right, I’ve been on to Health and Safety! They’ve asked me to file a full report, so I’ll be taking photos of what’s gone wrong in my garden and I’ll be asking you lot for witness statements!’


‘Come on.’ Errol ducked out, Agnes at his heels.


Iris lingered but in the end she followed too. When they were out of sight of the party, she said, ‘Okay, so I have to know, what exactly’s gone wrong in his garden?’ She was laughing but her eyes were serious. Luke did that, sucked the joy out of everything and everyone.


‘Holes,’ Errol said. ‘In the lawn. He blames Agnes’s dad but it’s just as likely he dug them himself in a frenzied search for his sense of humour . . .’


‘Holes in the lawn,’ Iris echoed. ‘Is that how he broke his foot?’


‘Allegedly,’ Errol said.


‘And he blames your dad?’ Iris looked at Agnes, puzzled.


‘Because Dad sold the houses. That makes everything his fault, according to Luke.’


‘He sounds bonkers.’


‘Putting it mildly . . .’ Errol’s mouth was full of burger.


‘Is he living alone here—?’


A scream interrupted Iris, the pitch of it high enough to make Agnes cringe. A child’s scream, full of terror, coming from the back garden at Maythorn.


‘Chloe.’ Agnes put her food down and started running.


Errol was on her heels, up the side of the house and into Maythorn’s garden where the paddling pool was full and the sandpit had spilt pale sand onto wet grass.


Six-year-old Chloe Mason was squatting in the sandpit, both arms raised in the air. Her hands were a bright shiny red, her mouth wide with screaming.


‘Shit.’ Errol skidded to a halt on the lawn.


Agnes crouched at the side of the sandpit. ‘Chloe, it’s okay.’ But it wasn’t. Her little hands were covered in blood and it was too bright – Agnes had to blink as she reached to help. Then Janis and Barry were in the garden, Chloe being scooped up into her dad’s arms, Janis searching through the sand for whatever it was that had cut her little girl and it was a can, a torn tin can, deckled with sand and cherry-red blood. Errol and Agnes moved back, making room for the Masons to comfort Chloe.


Iris had stayed on the side path, out of the way. Her face was frowning, shocked. She wouldn’t want to come back here, not after this. It wasn’t the end of it, either.


As Chloe began to calm down, someone on the street gave a long bellow of pain.


Investigating, they found Luke sitting by the barbecue with his right arm buried in an ice bucket. Smoke rose from the grill, along with the horrible sweet smell of meat cooking.


Luke had lunged for Dad and missed, Mum told them, his forearm hitting the grill.


‘I’ve only just ordered a first aid kit. I’m surprised it wasn’t in one of the packages that man brought . . .’


‘Rory,’ Adrian said automatically. He was phoning for an ambulance. ‘His name was Rory.’


Rory had missed the excitement, after backing his van onto Ashes Road. Dodging potholes, he found himself swerving when a white face pressed up against his windscreen.


‘Christ!’


But it was just a balloon escaping from the arch at the street party, drifting aimlessly away.


The acoustics were weird on the road, the drag of the sea fogging the sounds of the party back in Blackthorn Ashes. What he took to be their chatter trailed after him like the balloon. He drove until the sea was back at his side, half dreaming of what it must be like to live in one of the houses with the wide windows, wood-burners, ice makers in the fridges . . .


A few miles further on, a gunfire burst of sirens split the road in two. He had the van wedged in the hedge before he knew what was happening.


An ambulance swept up the coast road at speed, lit all over by flashing lights.


The van’s passenger side was blacked out by the thorny hedge he’d dodged into, dust rising from his tyres. The ambulance pushed past and away. Headed for Blackthorn Ashes and at speed.


Something had gone very wrong at the street party.


So much for paradise.


Rory waited until the dust settled before he eased the van from the hedge, thorns protesting against the paintwork. Just up ahead, a little way along the coast road, the white balloon was waiting, hanging like a child’s sock from the branches of the blackthorn.
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Seven days after abandonment
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A thick pelt of condensation had grown on the inside of the caravan’s windows overnight. Agnes drew a face in it, watching the mouth and eyes run wetly. Rain oozed from the roof, drilling holes in the mud outside. Everything in Indigo Park was grey. Even the hedges, after rain brought the fields down in a river, were skeleton-stiff with drying mud. Ghost hedges.


‘What’re you doing?’


Christie was in his pyjamas, rubbing sleep from his eyes.


‘Spying . . .’ Agnes trained the binoculars on the caravan across from theirs. ‘Last time it rained this hard, someone stole our duckboards.’


Christie came close, peering out through the face she’d drawn in the condensation. ‘It’ll dry up.’


The mud wouldn’t dry, not for weeks. Better to be surrounded by water; you could swim in water. In mud, you could only drown. Agnes swept the binoculars to the west, watching.


‘You’re doing it again.’ Her brother wiped her face from the window, drying his hand on his pyjamas. ‘Being a bit mental.’


‘Well, you know me . . .’ Agnes narrowed her field of vision to Bette’s caravan. ‘Always suspected of being paranoid.’


She intended it as a joke: Just because I’m paranoid doesn’t mean . . . But Christie didn’t laugh. She couldn’t remember the last time he did.


Bette was waiting for her dog to finish peeing up against her decking. It peed in the same place every morning and again in the evening. You could set your watch to it.


‘Seriously, though.’ Christie ran his finger down the window, leaving a white streak. ‘Who’d want to steal any of our shit?’


‘People will steal anything’ – Agnes waggled the binoculars – ‘that’s not nailed down.’


‘That’ll do.’ Their mother was listening from the caravan’s kitchen. She didn’t like Christie swearing. He was thirteen, still young in her mind. Not like Agnes who’d left home swearing eleven years ago and come back no better. ‘Sit and have your breakfast.’


‘He’s right, though,’ Agnes said to herself as her brother loped to the kitchen. ‘There’s nothing here worth stealing.’


For that, you had to walk twenty minutes in the direction of the sea. She set her teeth around the name, gritting it out: ‘Blackthorn Ashes.’ She couldn’t bring herself to use the word home. In the big houses with the pretty names – Maythorn, Silverthorn – treasure was stashed in every room. Like these binoculars left out on Hawthorn’s kitchen island with the reed tumblers and glazed olive dishes, the last new things Tim and Val Prentiss ever bought. Professional binoculars with excellent optics and rubber armoury, a wide field of view. Ideal for spying on your neighbours.


Bette’s dog splashed through puddles, nosing in the mud. A flash of colour said Errol was up. Happiness leapt in her chest, swiftly dampened by guilt: she’d no business being happy, none of them did. Dad expressed it best, sitting with his shoulders slumped, misery in his eyes.


Bette was hanging out her washing – a crimson skirt – and suddenly Agnes saw the ghost of a red gingham dress, ruched at the waist, her mother’s favourite sundress from years ago. She could smell Mum’s suncream, feel the smooth roll of pebbles under her feet.


‘Breakfast.’ Her mother didn’t need to raise her voice, the caravan wasn’t more than eight metres from the galley to the front door, but she raised it anyway. ‘Agnes.’


She joined her mother and brother at the table where the binoculars looked much bigger than they had on Hawthorn’s marble island. Everything was bigger in the caravan. Her mother’s moods, Christie’s snoring and his farts, Dad’s silence. Breakfast was beans on toast cooked on the gas ring, tasting of the gas ring. In Blackthorn Ashes, they’d breakfasted on fresh fruit and French toast, American pancakes. She wondered what Val and Tim’s favourite breakfast had been, what they’d cooked on the ceramic hob or in their built-in double oven. She’d never know, now.


‘I’d better be off . . .’ Mum poured coffee into a Thermos, screwing the lid flush. ‘Remember to dry the plates after you’ve washed them. We can’t afford to get ill, there’s too much to do.’


Droplets of undried water could grow mould, become a breeding ground for germs and bacteria. E. coli. S. aureus. There was a whole alphabet of illnesses and they’d seen enough sickness to last a lifetime. In Blackthorn Ashes, they’d been the lucky ones. But luck never lasts.


‘What about Dad?’ Agnes chased a baked bean around her plate. ‘Is he going to want breakfast?’


‘He can sort himself out,’ Mum said shortly. ‘There’s plenty of bread for toast.’


Agnes couldn’t tell if she was exasperated with Dad or simply preoccupied. She knew her parents had been arguing, even before the street party that ended with Chloe screaming in the sandpit, Luke’s barbecued arm.


Her mother pulled on a jacket, resting her eyes on Christie. Her face softened and there she was: Agnes’s mum from long ago, a red gingham dress and the orange smell of suncream.


‘Look after your brother.’


‘Of course.’


‘You might see if Bette needs anything.’


Mum wanted to make certain Agnes would stay in the caravan park, that she wouldn’t wander off with Errol, or with Christie, getting into God knows what trouble. Like sickness, they’d seen enough trouble to last a lifetime.


‘What about the police?’ Agnes asked.


‘What about them?’ Her mother held the flask in both hands, not a flicker anywhere in her face. Her self-control made Agnes ashamed of the sweat in her own armpits.


‘What if this’s the day they come?’ Panic shivered in her throat. ‘Or the investigators?’


At the table, Christie had his head down, scrolling through his phone. He was tense, listening for Mum’s answer. Her eyes rested on him before returning to Agnes.


‘We have been through this.’ She spoke slowly, her voice rinsed of emotion. ‘They are not just going to turn up at the caravan. There is a process to be followed. We answered all their initial questions to the best of our ability—’


‘Six people died.’ The panic tasted metallic, shiny in her mouth. ‘Children died.’


‘It was horrible.’ Her mother’s expression didn’t change. ‘A horrible accident.’ She spaced the three words apart from one another, sounding out each syllable. ‘It was one night, a week ago. We’re here now and we need to make the best of it.’


‘The papers called it a tragedy. An atrocity.’


‘They use words like that as clickbait. We know better.’


‘Do we?’ She pushed, wanting her mother to react. Not wanting Ruth to leave her alone with Dad and Christie and everything that’d happened. She didn’t understand how Ruth wasn’t panicking, why her mother’s mouth wasn’t full of metal and fear like her own.


‘We were there. So yes, we know better.’


‘Tell me.’


Anything to keep her here, stop her from leaving. Even if it meant a lecture. Her mother was holding in a sigh; Agnes saw its shape in her throat, knew what she’d say next.


‘Have you taken your meds?’


Always the same question, since she was sixteen and newly diagnosed. She was trying to be helpful, because sometimes Agnes did forget and then the inside of her head was like the windows in the caravan, fogged up. Fuzzy thinking.


‘I took them, yes.’


‘And you know what happened. Carbon monoxide leaked into the houses through faults in the flues.’ Ruth tamped each word down as if Agnes’s panic were a flapping sheet of nylon. ‘Bad ventilation exacerbated the effect but it was most likely caused by land contamination. Subsidence put cracks in the flue pipes, that’s how the carbon monoxide was able to build up. The reports failed to show the true levels of land contamination. If they had, the developers would never have built there. Your father would never have sold there.’ She paused. ‘He sold those houses in good faith.’


‘Six people died.’


Agnes didn’t understand how Ruth could keep the ghosts out of her head, how she was able to stop seeing Tim and Val and Emma. Felix and Chloe and baby Sasha.


‘The police won’t come here. It is in the hands of the investigators now. But it was an accident.’ No margin in her mother’s voice for doubt to wriggle through, every crack covered, sealed tight. ‘Blackthorn Ashes was not what we thought it was.’


Paradise, a forever home. Bad enough when the money dried up and the work ground to a halt, Trevor doing what he could to keep it going, Ruth seeking new sources of funding when they should have been looking closer to home, at the danger lurking in the houses already built.


‘I’m worried about Dad. He hasn’t got up from the sofa in three days. I don’t think he’s—’


‘Your father’s fine.’ Ruth rubbed the back of her hand across her forehead. ‘He’s exhausted, as anyone would be after everything. Look, love, I have to go.’ She forced a smile. ‘Bette says the supermarket might need someone but the good shifts go fast. Just as well we’ve still got the car.’


Christie kicked a foot at the table leg, turning up the volume on his phone: a sudden blast of sea shanty. The caravan was full of the static crackle of fear.


‘I’m sorry.’ Agnes forced her hands to her sides. ‘I’ll take care of things here. We’ll ask Bette if we can walk her dog.’


‘Yeah!’ Her brother looked up, his phone forgotten. ‘We can totally walk Odie.’


‘Good.’ Ruth bent to plant a kiss on his head.


Then she was gone, taking the flask of coffee with her.


Christie waited for the sound of her car pulling away before he said, ‘Come on, then.’


He dumped his empty plate in the sink, standing five feet tall in his socks. ‘Bet I’m dressed before you’re done.’ He raced the short distance to the room they shared, banging shut the door.


Agnes washed and dried the dishes, not hurrying. She took two slices from the loaf in the bread bin, spreading peanut butter into a sandwich which she cut into triangles and put on a plate, covering it with cling film. She put a teabag into a mug and filled the kettle, bringing it to the boil.


Mum thought Dad could sort himself out but it wasn’t that simple. He was sunk in depression, under the surface of their lives. At least this way he’d see a meal waiting when he got up.


‘You lose.’


Christie was in hoodie and jeans, empty backpack between his shoulder blades.


Agnes rolled down the sleeves of her T-shirt. ‘Is Dad awake?’


‘No.’


He was pleased because it meant they could sneak out without being asked awkward questions. Dad hadn’t asked any questions in days, or answered any either.


‘Okay,’ she said. ‘You go ahead. Let me get my boots.’


Her father was curled on his side on the sofa bed, one shoulder hunched against the day. He’d made an attempt to shave at some point: a rusty scab under his left ear. Agnes shut her eyes, seeing the bright blood on Chloe’s little hands, hearing her wail echo up and down the houses like the noise Janis made, much worse, on the last night they ever spent in Blackthorn Ashes.


Outside, the day was warmer than it’d looked from the window.


Bette was wrapped for winter but that was her style, lots of layers in different shades of the same colour. Red, today. Orange boots, crimson trousers, pink fleece. She waved to Agnes and Christie while Odie sniffed around the Calor bottles, his arse in the air.


Errol moved inside the caravan like an exotic fish in a murky tank (Agnes made a note to tell him that later). Left to her own devices, she’d have spent the day with him, but there was Christie to think about. She’d see Errol when they got back, her reward for being a good sister.


‘Sun’s putting in an appearance,’ Bette said. ‘About time.’


She was in her late seventies, her skin soft and powdery but her eyes blue steel. The first time she’d seen them sneaking off, Agnes had been certain she’d tell Ruth. But Bette hadn’t told, then or any time since. It was possible Errol had asked her to keep their secret. He didn’t understand what Agnes and Christie were up to but he was on her side. Bette was, too. When they’d lost their home in Blackthorn Ashes, Bette was the one who’d found them the caravan here in Indigo Park.


Odie glanced up from the gas bottles before sprinting towards Christie.


‘Hello, boy!’


Agnes waited while her brother petted the dog’s ears. She was in no hurry to get going. This was Christie’s idea, his compulsion. She stayed with him, keeping him safe or trying to, with no real idea of what would happen if – when – they were caught. How they’d explain themselves, what they’d do. Flight, fight or freeze. When she tried to imagine it, her mind went blank.


‘Yeah, Odie.’ Christie fussed at the dog. ‘You’re all right, aren’t you? You’re okay.’


A little of the tension had left him but his jaw was bunched, the way it had been since the start of the trouble at Blackthorn Ashes. That was Agnes’s fault: no one noticed anything wrong in any of the houses until she began pointing it out. Mum said no one was to blame but she had to blame Agnes for that – not letting them have even a few days of happiness before she started asking about the things only she could hear and smell and taste – before it all went to hell.


‘Come on.’


Christie straightened from petting Odie. Then he stiffened, going still. He’d heard someone stumbling inside their caravan, knees knocking into stuff. Dad was up.


They stood and listened, not looking at one another.


Agnes told herself Dad didn’t care what they did. He never noticed, would never tell. He spent all day with his shoulders caved in, wishing he’d been smarter or quicker or braver when it counted. Some days, she caught a look in his eyes like a plea. For understanding or forgiveness, or simply for peace. She couldn’t help him but she wanted to, desperately.


‘Odie!’ Bette tucked the dog under one arm, going inside to Errol, leaving them alone.


‘Come on,’ Christie said.


They turned away from Indigo Park, shaking off Dad’s silence as they walked. The only sounds were the keys in Christie’s pocket and the hiss of the nylon backpack against his hoodie.


By the time they reached the coastal path, six minutes later, they were breathing normally. Up here, the air was washed by rain, hedges purple with sloes, smelling sharp and wet. Ahead, just out of sight, the sea rolled against the rocks. As the path climbed, they caught a flash of it, white-tipped.


Gulls barked overhead. They plagued the caravan park, scavenging for scraps and fried chicken bones. They’d have to wait for the half-term holidaymakers; Agnes’s family couldn’t afford fried chicken. A week ago, on the night they moved to Indigo Park, Mum bought fish and chips to cheer them up but the next morning she wrote menus based on a weekly budget that wouldn’t have kept Christie in Monster Energy and Flamin’ Hot Doritos back in Blackthorn Ashes.


Agnes walked as slowly as she could without losing sight of her brother who ploughed ahead, swiping a broken branch at the hedges, sending up a riot of raindrops. He couldn’t wait to get back to Blackthorn Ashes. For her, this was the best part of their day, walking the coastal path in the fresh air. Rain didn’t bother her, nor the wind thumping off the sea, inflating Christie’s backpack until it looked like he might take flight. The dark hedges were pricked with colour, late-flowering sea campion in white knots, rusty-red stonecrop.


‘There!’ Christie pointed, his voice climbing. ‘Come on!’ He broke into a run.


Agnes called after him, ‘Quietly! They might’ve put up cameras, brought in a guard . . .’


‘What, since yesterday?’ he scoffed, cocking his head at her, red fringe falling like a question mark. But he slowed to a crouch, hidden by the hedge.


Six more steps and they were at the back of Blackthorn Ashes, where there were only gardens. No fences or cameras or guards. Just houses separated by lawns, each with its roof shaped like a ski slope, the whole lot bracketed by ancient ash trees.


In Scandinavian mythology, the sales brochure said, ash is the tree of life. Over centuries, it colonized this part of the cliffs, springing up where other trees had fallen and died. Now, as autumn crept in, its branches were hung with bunches of ash keys: winged seeds waiting to spill and spread. In Celtic mythology, blackthorn is symbolic of protection and the overcoming of obstacles for a better future. Here the sales brochure became fanciful, suggesting Sleeping Beauty encircled in thorns, waiting to be woken by a prince’s kiss. The houses were dead white, bone white. Akiya. That was closer to the truth. Ghost houses.


Christie crouched, using his branch to prod at the hole he’d made in the hedge before pushing his way inside and disappearing, branches closing tight behind him.


Agnes stood a moment longer on the safe side of what they were doing. Alone on the path, no Christie, no Ruth, just salt wind and a big sprawl of sky. Then she crouched to squeeze her way through the thin scratch of sharp branches, joining her brother on the other side.


Blackthorn Ashes: a time for new beginnings.


The whole place was shining, the way it did whenever the sun was out. House after house glittering, breathing, waiting. Shadows snagged here and there as clouds creased the sky. Where the shadows touched the houses, they shivered, windows like thin white skin.


‘It’s what we deserve,’ Dad had said. ‘What we’ve earnt.’


Not Indigo Park with its caravans sinking into mud. Agnes heard the mud when she was in her bunk at night, sucking at the underside of the caravan. Blackthorn Ashes, as it turned out, was built on slurry, soil rotted through with toxins and riddled with blight. She wanted to sink the whole place into a huge hole but first the site had to be declared safe enough to go in with specialist equipment, digging in the slurry for the secrets buried there.


The earth tells stories . . . Agnes was unsure where she’d heard that phrase but it was true. The earth had been the first to speak here. Before the worst of the cracks began creeping up the walls, tiles coming loose on the floors, pockets of dead air popping underfoot. It was the earth opening up, laying a long trench in Silverthorn’s lawn, that broke Luke Dearman’s foot.


A breeze slid through the young trees planted beside the houses, playing against her face for a second before it moved towards the sea. Above her, a gull cried, lonely as a lost child. They were in the back garden of Maythorn, where Felix had kicked a ball about the lawn; Agnes knew her brother missed his friend. Christie toed at the lawn now, his eyes off in the past, seeing this place as it was eight weeks ago when the billboards were up and the show house newly opened. ‘Luxury living, between coast and country.’ He’d memorized the sales brochure Dad brought home. ‘Fall asleep to the sound of the sea.’ And never wake up.


This time, the breeze brought a fistful of dust to their feet. Agnes pinched the skin at her wrist to quell a stab of panic.


Christie was poking in Chloe’s sandpit with his branch. Blackthorn Ashes didn’t haunt him the way it haunted her. He’d invested so much in the idea of their new home, months of anticipation, excitedly scoring down the days. Perhaps you had to accept a place was dead before its ghosts could haunt you. The sandpit was poked full of holes, not just from Christie’s branch but the beaks and feet of birds. Crows and gulls, swifts and swallows and house martins. The smaller birds had left when the people moved in but the gardens were theirs again now, if they could survive the sparrowhawks. All the people were gone. Twelve half-built houses at the bottom of the estate were shrouded in tattered plastic. Each of the finished houses was a museum. The families left fast on the day of evacuation, no time for removal vans or bubble wrap and boxes. They left clothes and toys, books and toasters in the empty rooms. A pair of reading glasses propped on the open spine of a paperback book left by Tim Prentiss. A pot of face cream with the lid set aside, Val’s fingerprints in the cream. A stuffed toy elephant at the foot of an empty cot. Some of it had been stripped by gangs from the local town but most stayed away, sensing something wasn’t right. Even if you hadn’t heard the news, you sensed it. Something went very wrong here. Safer to rob the houses down the hill. Nearly everyone stayed away from Blackthorn Ashes. It was only Christie who kept coming, drawn by a need she almost understood, the way you almost catch sight of a thing from the edge of your eye. A need to snatch back the happiness he’d known here, was that it? Afraid to let it go. As a family, they’d been so glad to be back together after the eleven years Agnes was in London but it was over so quickly. Finished.


‘Come on.’


Her brother led the way up the side of Maythorn, past the wheelie bins, out into the street.


Agnes looked towards Hawthorn, the show house, then turned in the direction of Quickthorn where Errol and Bette had stayed while Bette was working here as housekeeper. A flash of the street party – Iris and Errol laughing – came and went in the same breath, the tail end of their happiness. She understood why her brother wanted it back.


‘We’re going to get some cool stuff today.’ He went ahead of her. ‘Let’s do Whitethorn.’ He shaded his eyes. ‘Shall we do Whitethorn?’


Whitethorn was one of the unsold houses made ready by Bette, a second show home, furnished and polished. Smaller than Blackthorn, the house where Agnes and Christie had lived. They’d been lucky, Dad said, getting one of the bigger houses on the plot, ‘As if we knew you’d be living back home with us, love,’ but it wasn’t luck that had brought Agnes home after eleven years away. Unless it was bad luck, the worst of her life. Losing her job in London, losing Laura.


Christie broke into a run, looking like a thirteen-year-old again, her baby brother. Being back here made him jump and run, wriggling through hedges, under sofas, into wardrobes. Perhaps the ghosts found him after all, haunting him into a dervish, unstoppable, fearless.


By the time she caught up, he was at Whitethorn’s back door, Dad’s keys in his hand. He separated out a key, fitting it into Whitethorn’s lock.


Agnes suffered the usual clench of terror, acid flooding her throat, expecting the wail of an alarm. But there was just the shush of the door folding on its hinges to let her brother into the house, its kitchen dim and hushed.


‘Wait,’ she warned Christie.


If they could get inside so easily, why not someone else? Her skin twitched with warning. They shouldn’t be here. This place was a death trap.


Christie jogged his leg impatiently. The key was in his pocket, ticking against the others on the ring. Dad should’ve handed the keys to the police. Instead, he’d put them into a toolbox for Christie to find. Dad and Trevor had been the developers’ trusted duo, their golden boys, Dad promising paradise to friends and to strangers in the pub, reeling everyone in with talk of bi-fold doors that let light flood seamlessly from room to room, a special quality of darkness, wide skies, crisp sea air . . .


‘Agnes, come on.’


Christie wanted her inside the house with him so he could shut the door. Six days ago, the first time they’d come back, he dug ice cream from the freezers, sitting on the marble islands to eat it, feet swinging. But then he’d wanted to go deeper into the houses, to the backs of cupboards and the bottoms of drawers, searching for whatever was small enough to slip into his backpack. CDs and books, paperweights, aftershave, ashtrays. His first treasure was a bottle opener shaped like a sea lion. His first theft. As the days went by, with no one to stop them and Mum in the dark, his courage grew. Last week in Maythorn, he’d emptied all the fridge magnets into his backpack with a single sweep of his elbow.


How was it possible for nearly new houses to feel so eerie?


Agnes shivered as her brother prowled the kitchen, his red hair reflecting in the pendant lamp, trainers squealing on the tiled floor. He picked up a sponge shaped like a lemon, dropped it back down. His fingers fidgeted at his sides, adrenaline making him electric. She wished he’d take a spoon or saucer, put it in his backpack. Once he had something – anything – as ballast, he’d calm down and grow tired, be ready to trail back to the caravan. Agnes hated the stealing but more than that she couldn’t picture the look on Ruth’s face if she could see them here. She didn’t want to picture it. She tried seeing the red sundress instead but it hurt to remember. Not just Mum as she used to be. Binka, too. Agnes felt the warm weight of the rabbit in her arms, the wriggle of Binka’s body as she escaped to nibble at the lawn. She’d put her ear to the ground, heard the shredding of Binka’s teeth in the grass. And something underneath, a sound like cloth splitting apart. The memory pricked her skin with dread. It was mostly memories she was scared of now. Even happy ones, especially happy ones. Her family seven weeks ago. Christie when he was two years old, putting stuff in his mouth. Pebbles and grass and the red straps of Ruth’s dress. Now he carried keys to half a dozen houses. The keys were always with him, tucked into a pocket or hidden in a console case, never out of reach. He’d known the back door to every house could be opened with the same key; Trevor taught him that. Front doors were different, secure, but every back door could be opened with the same identical key. It was crazy, but no crazier than anything else that’d happened here.


Christie had closed the back door behind them. Agnes opened it a crack, needing to know they could leave in a hurry if they had to.


In Whitethorn’s sitting room, her brother was flat on his stomach, stretching a hand under the sofa for whatever was hidden there. Today’s treasure. His feet kicked, putting pleats in the pale rug.


Agnes stopped at the threshold, not seeing an unsold house or not only that. Seeing the other houses – Hawthorn where Tim and Val Prentiss died, Silverthorn where Emma Dearman died – cringing at the thought of Luke sitting on the sofa, working himself into a rage over whatever was on the TV. Bette had put a tea tray on the low table in the centre of the room, made ready with cups and saucers, a white teapot with a square spout. Dust sat in the cups and saucers.


In Maythorn, Janis’s yellow cardigan was still on the back of the sofa, its pockets patched with gingham. Left behind, like everything else, in the rush to leave.


Whitethorn’s sitting room stank of stale air and dead flies. And the other smell, the one all the houses had. Disturbingly earthy like a badger’s sett, a place of blood and bones. She heard the echo of Errol’s voice in her head: You’re autistic, not contagious.


The windows were bleary, a long streak of gull’s shit against the glass.


‘What is it?’ she asked.


Christie wriggled free, holding out his hand. A diamond filled his fist, spilling a weak pink rainbow over his fingers. An acrylic diamond, designed to make you believe in the dream of luxury living. The scatter diamonds were part of the lies Dad and Trevor had told about Blackthorn Ashes, how life would be here. She watched her brother close his fist around it. When she came home from London, he told her about the bricks he’d signed.


‘Dad let me lay the first one. I wrote my name on, like, a ton of bricks. Dad uses one in each of the houses. The first brick they lay – with my name written on it!’
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