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‘You shall appoint, as a penalty, life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, bruise for bruise’


Exodus 21:24


 


 


‘The Son can do nothing of his own accord, but only what he sees the Father doing. For whatever the Father does, that the Son does likewise’


John 5:19
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SUNDAY MIRROR


24 February 2013


The parents of missing Clara Foyle will today mark one hundred days since the five-year-old’s abduction.


Miles and Amy Foyle will join friends and family at a vigil on Blackheath Common to light candles and release balloons.


Clara, who has cleft hands, vanished on her way home from school in November last year. The chief suspect in her disappearance, ‘Butcher of Bromley’ Brian Howley, is on the run after escaping police custody.


According to witnesses, including Met police officer Etta Fitzroy, who was briefly held captive by the killer, Howley was a collector of human skeletons with deformities.


He housed the bones in a personal museum at the home of his late father Marshall Howley. The macabre collection is understood to have dated back generations due to a family connection with London’s Hunterian Museum, with which the former hospital night worker was obsessed.


Six-year-old Jakey Frith, who suffers from the devastating bone disorder Stone Man Syndrome, was rescued from Howley Snr’s house just moments before it was destroyed by fire.


Extensive DNA tests on human remains discovered in the ashes have confirmed that one of the victims was teenager Grace Rodríguez, the so-called Girl in the Woods. Detectives were able to link her disappearance to Howley after it emerged she suffered from a bone condition known as cervical ribs.


They have so far failed to find any trace of Clara Foyle.
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10.17 p.m.


Saul Anguish was counting out the beats between the jagged spears of lightning and the groans of thunder tearing open the sky.


He was waiting for the rain. Praying for it. Because the rain almost always brought his mother home. And if she didn’t come home, she was dead. Not definitely dead. But possibly. Maybe. Saul spent a large chunk of his life braced for this Significant Life Event, the hushed tones of a uni-formed stranger who would tell him the body of Gloria Anguish had been found in an alleyway or a deserted corner of the park.


Fat drops peppercorned the sand. He watched them turning the fine grains into damp crumbs, spreading until the jumble of broken-down rocks and shells and glass rubbed smooth over countless decades turned a dirty, unremarkable brown.


As he stood at the window, a watchman, night crept up behind him, touching the corners of the room with darkness and shadow. Touching his heart.


Saul, no longer a boy but not yet a man, hated this endless waiting for his mother. Because in the gaps of time between worrying and hoping and wanting, slid the Other Thoughts.


The Other Thoughts were itchy and twisty, and even though he tried hard not to scratch at them, he found them impossible to resist.


Saul reached into the pocket of his jeans for the worn twist of pipe cleaner and wool that he and his mother had made all those years ago. The school’s specialist learning mentor had searched out Mrs Anguish at the school gates, suggested ever so gently that she and her nine-year-old son might benefit from a series of workshops that Leigh Park Juniors was running: ‘Enjoying Your Children’.


In that first session, Saul’s mother had twisted the pipe cleaner into a face with arms and legs, and smiled down at her son with bloodshot eyes. His job had been to glue on the black strands of wool for hair, to draw a crooked smile on a pale scrap of felt.


A worry doll. For him to share his secrets. His fears.


The smudge of ink on its face had now been rubbed blank, the pipe cleaner’s fluff worn bare in places, exposing the metal beneath. That glimpse of silver made Saul wonder how it would feel to touch his fingertips to electrified barbed wire. To press his soles against the live tracks running through the train station at the bottom of the hill by the boats. To hold his mother’s face in the sand until she struggled and stopped moving. Fear for her safety always did that to him. It made him angry and confused and unsure what to feel.


The estuary spread out before him, mud and tide meeting like old enemies. Night had come calling and through its dense curtain, he searched for Gloria Anguish, torn between wanting his mother home and the freedom of never having to watch for her at the window again.


A movement snagged the horizon. A whisper of something. Saul strained into the rainy darkness, trying to read the shape of the night. He fingered the worry doll. Even at sixteen, he still slipped it under his pillow when he slept, although he’d never told his mother that.


And then, just as he was wondering whether he should go out and look for her, she was there, stumbling across the wide expanse of beach in front of their rented flat, her coat flapping open, the moon spotlighting her during a break in the clouds.


He did not need to smell the fumes on her breath to know that she was drunk.


Gloria Anguish turned awkwardly, threw a glance down the shoreline towards the distant lights of the refinery, and began to run with an unsteady gait. Saul could imagine that slight sheen across her forehead, the tumbled slur of her apologies when he opened the door and let her in to a tea of congealed baked beans and cold burnt toast.


A few yards from the bottom of the concrete steps that led from the beach up the grassy hill to their flat, Gloria stopped running, just for the briefest of moments. Her shoe had caught on the edge of a small rock and that lull in motion was followed by a loss of balance which sent her sprawling across the narrow strip of sand. Saul waited for her to crawl to her knees, to lever herself upwards, and lurch unevenly home as she had done countless times before.


But his mother lay still, her jaw loose and slightly open, her black hair spread out like seaweed.


Like strands of wool.


The tide, almost home, was lapping at the hem of her coat, like an over-familiar friend. In the time it would take Saul to tie his laces, to run down the stairs of their flat, across the road, past the benches with their memorial plaques and dying roses, and down the steep steps to the beach, his mother’s lungs could be filling up with saltwater.


Or perhaps, if he tried really hard, he might reach her just as the bitter liquid trickled into her mouth.


But Saul found his feet were stuck to the stained carpet, that although his eyes were fixed on the shape of his mother, he could not move.


The hands of his watch clicked onwards, each tiny movement a chance squandered. He wondered if her eyes were open or closed.


It was hard to remember, the past all scrunched up in his memory like plastic carrier bags, but the sight of her lying on the sand triggered something, half buried like the condoms Posh Dan had hidden under the pier after his shift at the fairground last week.


He squinted, looking beyond the rest of his memories, seeking out that moment amongst the thousands and thousands of others.


And then he found it. The day he had sat his 11-plus exam. A month before his eleventh birthday.


‘It’s important,’ his mother had told him. ‘Don’t screw it up.’ She’d rummaged in her purse then, brushed her thumb across his cheek. ‘I’ll see you afterwards. I’ve got enough money to buy us each an ice-cream.’


And he’d listened to his mother, he really had. He’d worked through the papers quickly but diligently. He’d answered all the questions and even thought he’d got some of them right because he’d had a bit of time left over at the end to check his workings-out.


He’d been smiling inside and out as he scanned the nest of parents waiting outside the school hall, could already taste the mint and chocolate, cool and delicious, melting on his tongue, but Gloria Anguish was nowhere to be seen.


He’d still been leaning against the railings when all the other children were long gone, whisked off for pizza lunches and trips to the cinema, and the invigilator had come out carrying her coat and bag,


Eventually, Saul had given up and begun the long walk home.


She had been lying on the bed when he’d let himself in, a boy of not quite eleven in need of his mother. On her stomach, head turned to the side, her hair a black fan. Her eyes had been open, an empty bottle of vodka on the floor. The smell of despair and autumnal heat had drifted in the air.


‘Mum,’ he’d said. ‘Mummy.’ He’d shaken her shoulder and patted her back, but Gloria did not answer him. She was somewhere else and even her son’s voice was not enough to pull her back.


Saul had seen this before. Not often, but enough. He’d wiped the vomit from her chin with a wet piece of toilet roll, and sat on the edge of the bed until his hunger had become too much and he took himself off to make a jam sandwich. Then he’d carried it back to her room, and stayed with his mother until her eyes closed and day became night, and day again.


Saul’s head was nodding against his chest when his mother had finally sat up, the wrinkled sheets imprinted on the side of her face, the dawn’s light cold and unforgiving. She had looked at her sleeping son, still in his clothes, a strawberry-red smear on his cheek and guilt had impaled itself in her chest. Guilt and shame.


She had touched him lightly on the shoulder and the boy had opened his eyes, as if he hadn’t been sleeping at all, but was merely resting until she awoke.


‘Ice-cream?’ She had offered him a faint smile.


But Saul was no longer in the mood.


Five years on, he couldn’t bear the idea of ice-cream, not even when Cassidy Cranston from the girls’ school had licked her cone suggestively at him during a trip to the West End last term. To him, it would always taste of disappointment.


Saul dragged his attention back to the beach. His mother was still lying there, the waves almost upon her. Her leg twitched, a violent gesture, and that seemed to unlock something in him. He bolted from the room, unexpectedly stricken by the thought he would get there too late.


Outside, the rising wind was frothing the waves to a fury. The letterbox rattled. He was halfway down the cliff steps before he realized he was shouting her name, already feeling the bile of betrayal in his mouth.


I’m coming, Mum. Hold on.


The rain was coming down harder now, glazing the concrete steps, misting the glow from the street lamps. Saul lost his footing a couple of times, and grabbed the handrail to stop himself from falling. His eyes followed the tide, too close now. He searched for that first glimpse of his mother as he ran towards the beach and crested the brow of shingle and sand, suddenly terrified he would see the lumpen mass of her body dragged out to sea.


His eyes scanned the stretch of beach where she had been lying. The waves were claiming it, marching on. Soon, there would be nothing left but the inky swell of high tide. Saul swallowed but his mouth was dry. He stared into the water, looking for Gloria. Her black hair. A white plimsoll. But she had simply disappeared.


Water seeped into the fabric of his own shoes, and he stumbled backwards, then hefted his body over the concrete wall that lipped the edge of the beach. He should call the police. Or the coastguard. He should do something. But Saul didn’t know what. How could he tell a police officer that he had waited so long to help his own mother that the tide had taken her? They might arrest him. What if he went to prison? Cassidy Cranston wouldn’t be interested then.


Saul steadied himself by placing his hands on the wall and looked out across the Thames Estuary towards the horizon strung with orange fairy lights. Nausea pushed out every breath into the frigid air. His heart spiralled in his chest. Unsure of what to do next, he headed towards the hill steps, to the safety of the flat. Would it be home without his mother?


But as Saul turned, heavy-shouldered, away from the beach, a man’s curse drifted down the pavement towards him.


Saul glanced over to the wrought-iron shelter that stood a couple of hundred yards up the road on a wide expanse of grass favoured by dog-walkers and kids on scooters.


A man with dark hair curling at the edges and a narrow, hard face was bending over a pile of clothes. A pile of clothes attached to a pair of legs wearing white plimsolls.


Saul ran towards it.


Even though he was hunched over and on his knees, Saul could tell the man was very tall. He was vaguely familiar. And he was pushing his hands into the dip of Gloria’s chest.


Push. Push. Push. Push.


The man paused briefly, pressed his mouth against Gloria’s, blew in four short breaths.


Push. Push. Push. Push.


Saul watched him trying to cajole the life back into his mother. His hands were all twisted, like Saul’s late grandfather’s, whose arthritis had stolen his clock-making business and his dignity.


The man did not look at Saul. ‘Don’t just stand there. Take off your coat.’ Push. Push. Push. Push. ‘She’s freezing.’


Saul slipped his jacket over his mother, trying to ignore the touch of the rain on his bare forearms. Her eyes were still closed. Saul felt himself slide away, disengage. He could not stand witness to his mother’s death, a guilty party.


And then she coughed.


Saul let out a breath and held it, his body still. Waiting. To see what his mother would do next.


She coughed again. Her eyes fluttered. She twisted onto her side, opened her mouth and released a trickle of watery red liquid.


Saul’s horror must have shown on his face. The man’s dark eyes followed his. ‘It’s not what you think,’ he said, standing up and wiping his hands on his jeans. ‘It’s just red wine and seawater.’


Saul bent to his mother, who was coughing weakly and shivering. He put his arm around her and heaved her to her feet.


As they half dragged Gloria Anguish up the steps to the flat, Saul and the man did not speak. Saul had no idea what to say. He didn’t like talking to adults. He did not trust them. But this man was not like most adults. He did not fill Saul’s ears with meaningless words, trying to make conversation. Silence sat well on him.


The man waited until Saul had opened the front door before he spoke again.


‘You should take her to hospital.’


Saul shrugged. ‘Maybe.’


A groan slipped from his mother. ‘No . . .’ She was shaking her head, although her eyes were closed.


‘S’all right, Mum. Don’t worry about it.’


‘Get her into bed, then. Get her warm.’


‘Thanks,’ mumbled Saul, although when he looked at the sodden heap that was his mother he wasn’t sure whether to feel grateful or disappointed.


‘Is your father home?’


‘Nah.’


‘What time is he back?’


Saul chewed on a nail. ‘Doesn’t live here, does he?’


The man bit down hard on his lip and licked at a tiny bead of blood. His eyes closed briefly as he did so, and a coldness took root in Saul, reminding him it was raining and he was not wearing his coat. The man’s dark eyes pinned Saul in place. His scrutiny made Saul uneasy, and it prised a laugh from him. Saul was always getting into trouble for laughing at inappropriate moments. His head teacher Mr Darenth said he had a problem with authority. The man mistook Saul’s nerves for mirth and bared his teeth at him in a half-grin. As his cracked lips parted, Saul watched that pinprick of blood bloom again.


‘Get her into bed before she freezes to death.’ He looked down at Gloria. ‘And keep an eye on her. For breathing problems, that kind of thing.’


Abruptly, the man turned and left, limping across the road and down a set of steps which Saul knew led to the Old Town and a row of fisherman’s cottages, wind-beaten and dilapidated. They were rental properties, Saul’s mother had told him. Money for old rope. She had said it in a sneery type of voice but Saul knew she would have given anything for the lifeline of her own rope, however frayed.


Her clothes were caked in wet sand, which rubbed against his fingers as he helped her up the narrow staircase. The flat was freezing, the gas meter out of credit. In the bathroom, he stripped her, averting his gaze from her protruding ribcage, her small breasts. The shower was broken so he stood her in the bath while he boiled a kettle and handed her a wet sponge to clean the seaweed and sand from her body. There was a large bruise already forming on her forehead.


When she was finished, he handed her one of the old T-shirts she liked to wear to bed and his own grey hooded sweatshirt. She was shaking and, with her thin white legs on show, she looked like a child. Pathetic and weak.


‘Saul, I—’


‘Just leave it, Mum. I don’t want to talk about it.’


She didn’t try to speak to him again, but looked longingly towards the kitchen. He could see her mentally opening the cupboard, taking down a glass.


‘I’ve poured it down the sink,’ he said.


She laughed guiltily. ‘No, no, I was thinking about tea, honestly. Hot and sweet.’


‘Get into bed then. I’ll make it.’


When he carried the mug through to her room, she was already under the covers, curtains pulled tight to keep out the memories of that night, to obscure the reality of what had nearly been.


He was struck by the contrast of her black hair against the pillow, her wan, tired face.


‘Thank you,’ she said.


He wasn’t sure if she meant the tea or the fact that he was taking care of her again. He turned away without answering, suddenly exhausted by her neediness, the relentless drama.


Later that evening, when the moon was pooled on the outgoing tide, and his mother was finally asleep, Saul, gazing out across the cockle sheds and moored boats, remembered the flash of light in the skylight of the old fisherman’s cottage he’d seen a night or two earlier. Like a torch or something.


He blinked, waited for it to come again, but the darkness stayed dark.


Next to the sofa, Gloria’s dressmaking scissors were lying on a pile of cheap fabric she’d bought to make dresses to sell at the Thursday market in town.


Saul slipped his hand into his back pocket and pulled out the worry doll. It stared up at him, blank-faced. Frayed and falling apart. Stringy black strands of hair so like his mother’s.


Saul picked up the scissors and cut off its head.
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Ten hours earlier


Detective Sergeant Etta Fitzroy walked down the path and through the cemetery gates. She’d spent more time than most at funerals, supporting the families of the dead: car crash victims; young gang members stabbed in the street; a talented ballet dancer and teenager on the brink of womanhood, now forever carved into history as the Girl in the Woods.


The last time she had been here, this tiny little cemetery in an under-the-radar corner of the city, not far from home, she had refused herself the luxury of tears. That privilege had belonged to someone else.


Conchita Rodríguez had gripped her hand so tightly as the coffin was swallowed into the frozen earth that Fitzroy had thought her fingers might break. She’d endured the pain; welcomed it, almost. It was a fraction of what Mrs Rodríguez’s daughter Grace – reduced to ashes and memories – had endured at the hands of the psychopath Brian Howley.


His name tasted bitter on her lips.


She walked along the verge to the graves on the far side of the lawns, past marble tombstones with names etched in gold leaf and a bank of leftover flowers from an earlier burial that were already beginning to decay.


In a tidy patch of grass, away from the main pathways, was a quieter part of the cemetery. The stones here were much smaller, lined up like children in the playground. There were teddy bears and windmills and brightly coloured plastic flowers, the poignant echoes of what might have been.


Fitzroy averted her eyes, could hardly bear to read the inscriptions of loss and love, although she knew most of them by heart.




RUBY OLIVE JAMESON,


our beautiful girl


born on 15 April 2011,


RETURNED TO GOD’S ARMS


on 14 May 2011.


SLEEP, LITTLE ONE, SLEEP.


OUR PRECIOUS SON


HENRY DONNELLY


1.3.08 – 23.11.10


LIFE IS NOT FOREVER.


LOVE IS.





Past JEMIMA SOPHIE CROSS (aged 7) and ALEX JAMES HARRIS (13) and OLIVIA MAY BARRETT (9) and TOBY GRAFTON (11) until she reached a plain grey headstone.




IN LOVING MEMORY OF


NATE FITZROY


BORN ASLEEP.


24 February 2008





Fitzroy placed the cloud of baby’s breath she’d carried from her own garden on the swell of earth that held her son. He would have been five today. Five. The same age as Clara Foyle.


By now, those tiny fingers would have grown into strong hands that could hold a pencil and catch a ball. They might have picked apples and fired pretend guns, and sliced through the water of a swimming pool. They would have held her own, bigger, hand.


Sometimes, she could hear his voice. A child’s giggle, infectious, unstoppable; crying and shouting; singing with joy. The mumbled mouthful of vowels and consonants: Mummy.


The sounds of a family made real.


Her family.


Fitzroy fumbled in her bag for a Tupperware box, opened it up and pulled out a small cake. Into soft icing of the palest blue she inserted five silver candles, and placed it on the grave next to the flowers.


Crouching on her knees, Fitzroy cupped her hand around an ancient lighter that her estranged husband David had left behind at the flat when he’d moved out before Christmas, and lit each candle in turn.


Happy birthday Nate, my darling boy.


Head bowed, Fitzroy waited for the wind to blow out each tiny flame, liked to imagine it was Nate’s breath carried to her on the currents of air.


Minutes passed. Fitzroy always hated this part of her visits to Nate because it was like saying goodbye to him all over again. Today, she was even more reluctant to leave because she knew what lay ahead.


She thought about the email sitting inside her phone, waiting to be passed on to Amy and Miles Foyle, and how the gleam from this nugget of new information would be dulled by questions she did not have answers to. She checked her watch, pressed her lips to her son’s damp headstone.


Time to go.
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1.26 p.m.


Amy Foyle had always hated balloons. The stench of overstretched rubber. That shrivelled, embarrassed emptiness when they burst. She had wanted Chinese lanterns and a night-time vigil. But Miles had overruled her. It wasn’t fair on Clara’s friends, he’d said. They’d want to remember her too.


As soon as she’d arrived on the Heath, Amy knew it had been a mistake to invite Clara’s class. Children were everywhere. Their little heads weaved from side to side, excited by the dozens of white balloons restrained in oversized nets and the weekend sighting of their friends.


Amy’s fingers stroked the cool silver of her hip flask. The urge to unscrew its cap and swallow down its burning contents was ferocious. Even three months on, the other mothers remained awkward around her, averting their eyes if they bumped into her in Blackheath Village or in the playground when she was collecting Eleanor. But she had promised herself she wouldn’t drink today. It was about respecting Clara. The hip flask was security, that was all.


She scanned the gathering crowds, noting several faces that she recognized. Mr and Mrs Bruton from next-door-but-one. Megan Ambrose, an ‘auntie’ from Clara’s old pre-school. Poppy Smith and her mother, Miranda. Amy bit down on the inside of her cheek.


In another ten minutes or so, there would be a speech and they would release the balloons, and then she could go home and carry on marking out the hours and minutes since her youngest daughter had been snatched.


A girl with exactly the same shade of hair as Clara’s wandered past, and Amy had the strangest sensation that her body was peeling away from her mind. She wanted to grab at the child, to spin her around and find herself staring into Clara’s eyes. To take her hand, and lead her across the common, back to their home. To explain that something terribly sad had happened, but that it had nothing to do with them.


Amy took a step towards her, and another and another, but the whistle of feedback from the public address system intruded, jerking her back to herself, and she dug her nails into her palms instead. She would not unspool in front of her audience who, she had recently sensed, were becoming weary of this drama. Miles hated it when she spoke like that, but Amy knew. Now the novelty of Clara’s disappearance had muted, the masses were growing restless but they still expected to be ‘entertained’ – fresh sightings, TV bulletins, a nervous breakdown perhaps, or the discovery of Clara’s body. Their appetite for bad news was endless.


Miles. She looked for him across the sea of bodies filling up the Heath. He was talking animatedly to a woman she didn’t recognize. His skin was the colour of lazy days on the beach, and he had lost weight. He looked – there was no other word for it – good. He had flown in from Spain yesterday but he’d turned down Amy’s offer to stay in the home they’d once shared. He didn’t want to confuse Eleanor, he’d said. He wasn’t ready to return to London yet. Amy had felt like saying that Eleanor was already confused, living with a basket case for a mother and a father who vanished from her life a few weeks after her little sister, but instead she had just nodded and said she understood. The events of the last few months had changed her. Her daughter’s disappearance had shown her that no amount of hysteria or bitter accusation would alter that singular painful fact: Clara was gone.


Three months on, the shock of it had not receded, as others had promised, but had become a painful burr lodged in her heart, scratching her afresh with every compression of muscle, every rhythmic pump and beat. Really, what was the significance of a hundred days? Exactly the same as ninety-seven or sixty-three or thirty-one.


As for Him, she did not allow her imaginings to linger down that dark alleyway. Until Clara was found, she would not – could not – allow herself to believe that her daughter was dead.


Someone nudged her from behind.


‘I think Daddy wants you.’


Amy looked in the direction that Eleanor was pointing. Miles was waving at them, beckoning them over. He had a microphone in his hand and exuded purpose.


‘Are you ready?’ He smiled quickly at them both, all business. Amy didn’t smile back.


He tapped the head of the microphone and cleared his throat. Eleanor’s hand found her mother’s. Amy caught Miles’ intake of breath, briefly amplified, before he spoke.


‘Thank you, everyone, for coming today and supporting us during a truly testing time for our family.’ He glanced over at Amy but she was gazing at the grass, wondering how something that was trodden down and walked over, suffocated by frost and snow, then scorched by the sun, could still be so alive.


‘It is now one hundred days since our darling Clara was snatched from our lives.’ Miles’ voice was clear and firm, the audience silent, apart from the occasional shhh from an embarrassed parent.


‘We know who took our daughter but today is not the day to dwell on that. Today is a day to remember our lovely girl, to think about the where, to remind everyone out there to keep looking, keep searching for Clara. We believe our daughter is still with us, and until she is found we will never give up on her. Clara, you are our shining light in the darkness, you carry with you our hope and love, and we will find you and follow you home.’


Miles fumbled with the string knot on the bag holding the balloons. Eleanor ran forward to help him. Amy remembered, too late, that she was supposed to bring scissors.


Across the exposed expanse of the Heath, the wind sharpened its knife on her. The crowd was murmuring now, children bored and cold, waiting for the release of the balloons, to chase them across the grass and try to catch them. Amy did not want the children to sully them with their grubby fingers, to burst them and puncture her hope. If Miles was forcing her to have balloons, she wanted them to fly high and free.


Ahead of Amy, the section of crowd to her left was looking more restless than the others. She registered low mutterings and a couple of indifferent glances, thrown away like litter. Miles was still struggling to loosen the knot, his head bent, so he didn’t see what Amy did; the crowd parting to let through a handful of all-too-familiar faces.


The journalist at the front, a woman called Sarah, looked uncomfortable. Miles had invited them. Important to keep reminding the public about Clara, he’d said. She didn’t disagree. She had been bracing herself for the inevitable platitudes and disposable questions. But why was the young woman in front of her wearing that curious expression of sympathy and steel?


The crowd began to clap softly. A local choir Miles had found on the Internet began to sing ‘Abide With Me’. Above Amy’s head, the balloons drifted upwards, and she was overcome by a sense of dread; that by letting these balloons take flight, they were saying goodbye to Clara.


The children watched and pointed as those white spheres of hope were absorbed by the sky. The volume of the crowd was rising now, the tense silence of remembrance broken up into snippets of conversation about Mrs Foyle’s gaunt expression and how Mr Foyle looked so well, and poor, poor Eleanor. Thoughts were turning to cups of tea and putting the dinner on and shaking off the sadness of the day. Of holding their own children that little bit tighter.


But Amy was oblivious to this because she was watching that woman journalist exchange the briefest of nods – hardly noticeable if she hadn’t been looking – with the paper’s photographer. Now the woman was moving forwards, towards Amy, and the other journalists were moving too, slipping their phones into their pockets, holding out their notebooks in supplication.


At the same time, a blur of maroon and navy blue seemed to emerge through the dispersing crowd from the opposite direction. Amy had clocked her earlier, and had been grateful for the respectful way she had hung back, trying not to draw attention to herself whilst lending the family support.


But now Detective Sergeant Etta Fitzroy was almost running towards her, trying to get to her before the journalists did.


‘Mrs Foyle?’


Amy closed her eyes.


Opened them.


The journalist was close enough to touch. Amy could see the way her lipstick had bled into the fine lines above her top lip, the scratch on the left lens of her glasses. Her breath smelled of nicotine and lunchtime wine.


‘Yes.’ She tried to keep her voice steady.


‘Sarah Simpson, Daily Mirror. How do you feel about the discovery of your daugh . . .’


Amy felt that tilting light-headedness that comes in that fraction of time before the swinging of the axe. Fitzroy was almost upon them, but Amy acknowledged that the detective’s efforts were fruitless. She was not going to reach them before the words were out of the journalist’s mouth.


‘. . . ter’s school uniform? I understand it washed up on an island off Essex this morning.’


Amy Foyle had been preparing herself for this moment for one hundred days. For the earth to shudder and break open and tip her into its fractured crevasse. To hear that her daughter was dead.


But this. This she had not expected.


She wanted to shake the answers from them. To demand which island. To find out why the journalists had been told before she had. To ask: what does this mean? But all she could think of was an embroidered name label, sewn into a pinafore with tiny, careful stitches.


‘Is there anything you want to say, Mrs Foyle?’ A camera flash. The click and whirr of a shutter.


‘Do you think this confirms she is dead?’ A different voice. Male. Young.


‘There have been no sightings of her for three months. No trace at all. Do you believe Howley still has her?’


A body in front of her. Shielding her. Fitzroy. Solid. Unflappable.


‘Clear off,’ she said. ‘Show some respect.’


Sarah gave an apologetic shrug but she had got what she had come for. The journalists wandered off in the direction of The Crown to compare notes and file copy.


‘I’m sorry,’ said Fitzroy, as soon as they were out of ear-shot. ‘I was waiting until this’ – she indicated the Heath – ‘was over. I don’t know how they found out so quickly.’


‘Found out what?’ Miles was beside her, rubbing his thumb and forefinger together in a circling motion. Amy automatically looked for Eleanor, who was chattering to one of her teachers from school.


‘A pinafore dress matching Clara’s school uniform and labelled with her name was found this morning on Foulness Island.’


Every part of Miles, the movement of his finger and thumb, the rise and fall of his chest, the open and closing of his eyelids, stilled. ‘Where’s that?’


‘It’s part of the Essex archipelago, a haven for wildlife and a handful of residents. About fifty-five miles east of here.’


‘And you’re sure it’s Clara’s?’


‘We believe so, yes. Obviously, we’ll run DNA tests but frankly, I’m not hopeful. It washed ashore on the salt marshes and it looks like it’s been in the water for a while.’


Amy watched Fitzroy’s lips forming the vowels and consonants that made up the latest chapter in Clara’s story. The words slipped away on the rising breeze, and for a second time that afternoon, she was aware of the sensation that she was losing her daughter. That something indefinable was shifting and changing.


‘But what does this mean?’ she said. ‘He’ – she refused to say his name – ‘could have thrown it away weeks ago. It doesn’t mean that Clara’s body’s is going to wash up too. Does it?’ She was almost shouting now. ‘Does it?’


‘True enough,’ said Fitzroy, but her eyes were already sliding away, coming to rest on a distant point of the darkening horizon.


In the last weeks and months, Amy had seen enough police officers to last several lifetimes, especially DS Fitzroy, and in that hideaway gesture, that sudden refusal to meet her face-on, Amy understood two truths.


The first: those shiny promises of hope and drive and resolution that had lit the detective’s face from the moment that Clara had vanished were losing their lustre.


As for the second – and Amy was as certain of this as she was that her daughter was gone – DS Fitzroy was hiding something.
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4.47 p.m.


It was only his second day but Saul had already decided that Conrad Gillespie was a prick.


Perhaps it was the way he ordered him to check the shop’s crappy toilet every hour – it reeked of blocked drains and bleach – or the smirk as Saul swept urine-soaked dust from the chinchilla’s cage.


But it was a job, and a job meant money.


‘Get us a coffee, will you?’


Saul, who was cutting up apples for the mynah bird, considered ignoring him, but decided that he couldn’t face another punishment detail to the toilet so put down his paring knife.


‘Shall I just finish this?’ His tone was careful. It had taken him less than two shifts to discover that Conrad Gillespie did not like to feel undermined.


Cassie had failed to mention that the manager was a fucktard when she’d tipped Saul off about the job. Mostly, she had a keen sense for people, but not this time. Perhaps she’d been blinded by his motorbike and the flashy accessories of a full-time salary. Saul shoved the fruit into a pile with unnecessary force. Conrad had been a pupil at Saul’s school, a few years above him. He remembered him because he’d once done a shit in a dustbin for a dare.


‘Feed the bird, and then go.’ Conrad didn’t bother to raise his eyes from the screen of his iPhone.


Saul transferred the slices onto a plate and carried it over to the cage. The mynah bird cocked its head and stared, unblinking, as he slid in a wary hand.


‘Fuck you.’


Saul dropped the plastic plate he was holding. It bounced twice, spilling sticky juice onto the floor. The bird squawked irritably at the clatter. Saul’s face caught fire.


Conrad was pissing himself. ‘Always makes me laugh. My favourite newbie trick.’


Saul wondered whether Conrad would still be laughing after the ‘newbie trick’ of a broken nose, but decided his hands were better occupied picking up the plate if he didn’t want to find himself unemployed.


‘Who taught it to speak?’


Conrad didn’t even bother to shrug, his attention already back on his phone.


‘Dunno. He belonged to some old guy who carked it. His daughter gave it to us ’cos she couldn’t find anyone else to take it. It’s a bit of liability, to be fair. Have to warn customers about its filthy mouth.’ Conrad laughed. ‘Or not. I prefer to leave the ones with a stick up their arse to discover it for themselves. One sugar, by the way.’


Saul waited for Conrad to give him some money, but a customer wandered up to the till, asking if they sold flea collars, and he didn’t feel like he could interrupt.


Outside, it was bitter, that point-of-no-return when dusk swaggers up to the day, shoving it out of the way. The late-afternoon air was tinged with woodsmoke and the drifting stink of the estuary mudflats. The stained-glass windows of the church that peered down the cliffs into black water were lit from within, the sounds of choral evensong leaking through the heavy doors.


Saul stopped to listen to those voices carry up into the broad, blank sky. He loved this town, in spite of everything. He never wanted to leave.


The streets were quiet, but as he rounded the corner, past the card shop and the pizza place, past the graffitied metal doors of the public toilets, he could see the coffee shop was still open. Its windows were steamy with the breath of families, the fug of a winter afternoon. He pushed his way in. Lights, chatter and the scent of middle-class money; fresh coffee and expensive cake.


Saul eyed the price list on the wall and counted out the change in his pocket. Fuckssake. He didn’t have enough for Conrad’s cup, let alone one for himself. The barista was struggling with the steam wand, the milk spitting in angry, over-pressured gasps, and there was a pot for tips on the counter top. Saul checked that no one was watching and palmed a shiny pound coin. Needs must, eh?


Back in the pet shop, there was a long queue at the till.


Conrad threw him a look that was shot through with disdain. Saul’s comprehension skills were excellent. It read: What the fuck took you so long?


‘Get to work,’ muttered his manager, nodding towards a man and a boy in a wheelchair, who had just come in through the door. ‘You can tell that girlfriend of yours I’ll sack her if she pulls another sickie. Go and see if they need any help. And get a move on.’


Saul placed Conrad’s cardboard cup on the till point. Conrad could tell her himself. Cassie wasn’t speaking to him. Again.


He moved towards the customers, reluctance written in the shuffling of his trainers, the slow-motion swing of his arms. He hated this part, this necessary interaction, all false bonhomie and hustling. The father and son – their rusted hair and matching freckled noses marked them out as such – brought the outside in, the smell of cold on their coats, rolling off their skin.


‘It’s snowing,’ said the boy, and Saul noticed tiny ice crystals disappearing into the wool of his scarf.


‘Can I help you?’


Even under the weight of winter wear, it was clear to see that the boy’s head was twisted at his neck, his arms peculiarly angled. Saul was embarrassed by it, not sure where to look. He was used to Cassie’s sister, but this was different. This father and son were strangers.


If Saul had known the events that would unfold in the hours and days that followed, he would have walked quietly from the shop and never returned. Because there would come a time when he would be forced to make a series of choices; when this man and boy were no longer strangers, but adversaries.


But moments of significance are rarely noted.


And instead Saul found himself wondering if he was going to eat that night, and whether his mother would be sober, and how long it would take for Cassie to calm down, and so barely noticed this father and son who would mark a crossroads in the roadmap of his life.


‘We’ve got a dog.’ The kid’s voice was like piped music, high and irritating.


‘Great.’ Saul sounded more sarcastic than he meant to. The man gave him a sharp look. Clearly, he hadn’t missed the nuances of Saul’s tone. ‘I mean,’ he stumbled on, suddenly ashamed of himself, ‘do you need a new lead, or some treats or a toy, or something?’


The man looked at his son. ‘Jakey?’


‘A bed.’ A chuckle. ‘So he can sleep near me, but not with me.’ The parrot-fashion chanting suggested to Saul that this had been a subject of contention.


The man smiled. ‘That just about sums it up.’


‘This way.’


Saul led the pair further into the shop. It smelled dank, of aquariums and sawdust with an undertone of animal excrement.


‘Dad, look. Did you see that? Dad?’ Like most children, the boy was captivated by the menagerie. The lizards and tarantulas. The plastic containers of roaches, locusts and mealworms that were sold as live reptile feed.


The man crouched next to the wheelchair, head leaning into his son, an arm around his shoulder, drinking down the child’s excitement. A spike drilled its way into Saul’s heart, and he busied himself with straightening the bags of sterilized soil.


He felt the child’s attention shift to him. ‘Have you got any pets?’


Saul fixed his gaze on the wheelchair’s handles. It was a complicated question. ‘No,’ he said eventually. ‘But I always wanted a dog.’


The boy – Jakey – beamed.


‘We’re new here,’ said the man. ‘We’ve moved down from London. We’re a bit further along the coast.’ Chatty. Friendly. ‘Bit of a drive for us, but this is a great shop.’


Saul summoned what he hoped was a polite smile.


They walked past the glass cages stacked one upon the other. The vivid slash of colour on the skin of a poison dart frog, the listless comma of a corn snake.


Past the metal bars of the mynah bird’s cage.


‘Stop, Daddy. I want to look.’


The man pushed his son’s wheelchair up to the gleaming prison. The bird was sleek and black, its yellow blindfold of feathers as startling as streaks of lightning. Its glossy eyes fixed them. Saul was just opening his mouth to warn them about its habit of swearing when the bird began to speak.


‘You’re dead,’ it said, hopping on its perch. ‘You’re dead, you’re dead, you’re dead.’
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4.41 p.m.


In the Old Town, where cobbled streets and fisherman’s cottages rub worn-down stone against worn-down brick, the man that used to be Brian Howley is searching for someone. His hair is darker now, grazing his shoulders, his pinstripe suit hanging in plastic in the almost-empty wardrobe of his new home. He wears old jeans and a soft black shirt. His beard is flecked with grey, his natural colour pushing through the dye. He knows it needs attending to.


He tells no one his real name. He pays for his new life with used banknotes saved in a suitcase under the bed. Over the years, he has been meticulous in his preparations, exchanging them at the bank as they age like him. But his eyes, scanning each unsuspecting passer-by, are the same dark clots.


The rain-dirty clouds are hanging over the estuary, spilling their polluted contents into the water. To Brian, it looks like someone has taken a lead pencil and shaded in the patch of sky beneath each one. He wonders when the rain will reach the mainland. Twenty minutes. Maybe less.


The boy is about fifteen feet away, chucking chips around the shelter with two others. Brian smells vinegar and the tang of salty air. A black dog chases a stick into the sea, ignoring the bite of the incoming tide. A fishing boat with its dripping net sits on the concrete jetty near the wooden hut selling the day’s catch. The cockle sheds, a haphazard collection of buildings, line the cobbled streets. They whisper of history, of the poetry of the seascape. Some have found a second life, as shiny and well maintained as the tourist businesses they now house. Others smell of rotting wood. Briny. Dilapidated. Brian limps over to the bench that overlooks the beach, and sits with his back to the trio. Listening.


‘. . . fucking essay on plate tectonics.’


‘Dunno why you bother with all that boring shit.’


‘’Cos I’ll get my arse kicked out if I don’t.’


‘Fuck, yeah. Get kicked out. Then you can come to our school instead.’


‘Yeah, do it, Saul,’ says another voice. ‘Forget about all those posh twats.’


‘Gloria would fucking slay me.’


‘Ah, the glorious Gloria. How is your pisshead of a mother?’


‘Pissed.’


The three teenagers laugh; Saul, the loudest. His is a jackal laugh: hungry and mean. He scuffs a trainer against the pavement, circles the ground with his toe. Brian waits for their shouted farewells before he rises from the bench to look.


Saul is walking back towards the Old Town and the rusting footbridge that crosses the railway track. His hood is pulled over his face, hands digging into his pockets.


Brian likes the way he keeps his head down, eyes locked on the pavement. He likes the way he’s not afraid to stand out from his friends, the way his face folds in on the secrets that few but Brian can recognize within. It takes courage to be different, he knows that. But most of all, he likes the way it’s just the lad and his mother, because it makes him a target, easy to isolate and separate.


He cannot fight these familiar stirrings, the clean, pure joy of the hunt. He’s been waiting, trying to contain his urges with painting and walking on the marshes over at Two Tree, but that sense of duty so carefully fostered by his father is beginning to bleed into the life he is making for himself in this town on the edge of nowhere.


And the boy with the bones is within reach, just a few miles down the coast. New home. Fresh start. The Bone Collector knows this because he has made it so, mining that precious nugget from the house-cleaning company employed by the Friths, and moving himself here too, caught in a rip-tide, unable to resist.


And now the Bone Collector is perfectly placed. The epi-centre. Located close to the boy and the girl, who is hidden, not far, in a place of his childhood.


Biding his time.


Wandering the endless corridor of days since his wife’s death, he knows the reaper will one day come for him, just as he did for Marilyn. The stiffness in his joints berates him, nagging at him that he’s an old man now.


But with no son of his own, who will rebuild his family’s collection, begun generations ago and destroyed in a few hours by the interfering pig bitch? Who will continue their work when he is gone?


Fragments of that dark night haunt him still. Memories come at him now.


The scent of death in the forgotten hollows of Marilyn’s body. The roar of fire in his ears. The clatter of bones as his specimens fall. The smell of his own fear.


He thinks longingly of the Hunterian, and the collection that still inspires his own. Down the tunnel of years, he can hear the orders of the celebrated surgeon John Hunter, whispered to Brian’s grave-robbing ancestor Mr Howison; the catalyst behind his family’s obsession. But the police will be watching now, and he can visit the museum no longer. Another pleasure denied.


A fury rises in him. He will not allow himself to dwell on these matters. Preparations must be made; a new curator found.


There is time.


There will be time.


He waits until Saul’s red tracksuit top disappears, and turns back to the beach.


The newspaper has spread itself across the bench where he left it, as dry as the sand-blasting wind leaching the colour from its pages. He scans the small column of text on the front page, and Clara Foyle stares back at him. There’s a comment from the detective.


Detective Sergeant Etta Fitzroy. Her name rolls across his tongue. He conjures up her face, the opposing colours of her eyes. An eye for an eye. His fingers twitch.


Seven bones surround the orbital cavity. He wonders if they will splinter and break when he presses her eye from its socket.


Where is she now? In her flat? At work? Does she look for him each day in the way he searches for her amongst the night-time streets and the news bulletins? Or has she moved on, to other cases, other causes, now she has destroyed his family’s legacy? Does she try to hide the scars on her face?


The hate he feels for her fills his mouth. It’s in every nerve-ending, every flicker of pain in his arthritic fingers, every moistening of his parched mouth. The fabric of each thought is hemmed with savage, ugly loops of surgical thread, every stitch shaping the patchwork of her death.


He spits on the pavement at her memory.


The sow will bleed.


He limps onto the beach. The sky is closing down with rain. On his knees, he sifts and sifts the sand until icy darts needle his face. At last he finds what he’s looking for and slips it into the pocket of his jacket.
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9.17 a.m.


Sunday Cranston did not like looking in the mirror. Other people’s faces did that job for her. Her family told her she was beautiful but the expressions of strangers, unguarded and slack-jawed, exposed their loving lies.


Actually, what her mother said was that Sunday had a ‘beautiful figure’. The omission stung, even though Helen Cranston didn’t intend it that way.


Nice body, shame about the face.


In her bedroom, Sunday touched her fingertips to her face, feeling her way across the stretched skin of her cheeks, and the stubs of her ears.


Her watch, loose-strapped and heavy, slid down her arm. She fought against herself, then twisted the face so she could read it. Most mornings, the postman came before nine thirty, and it was a few minutes shy of that.
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