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For Hazel




TUESDAY


BREAK OF DAWN


My hiding place is not a cave. It is a shrine.


I can see that, now I’ve stopped running. I see it in the twigs bound together with twine, in the scratched crosses on the walls. Prayers barely legible chipped into stone: PLEASE HELP MY MAMMY; PD & RT 4EVER; RIP, everywhere RIP. I edge back to the entrance. Don’t want to be here. Can’t be. We used to whisper about this place – the cave that doesn’t exist – but here it is, cold and dark and stale, filled with the marks of people who have found it before me. Their words scrape the back of my neck but at least there is air at the front. My toes touch the pebbles of the beach, my heels the cave’s floor. My feet cross the threshold.


The cliff face is steep either side of my head. Jagged. Rusting like tetanus. I don’t know where the red comes from in these rocks, only that the walls get closer as they rise, make a pointed cavern the width of my arm span and the height of a block of flats – emptied for demolition but left standing, to rot, repainted on the inside with bird shit. Shouldn’t have left those windows open. My breath is a staggered echo, distant, so close it makes my skin shrink. I don’t want to look behind me, don’t want to see inside. RIP. Gouged, carved. PLEASE HELP. Alone. Desperate.


On the horizon: a military carrier. Fat and full. Smoke belching from the back of it, the waves useless against its hull. It’s a darker grey than the grey above and below it, charcoal deep, while the clouds are bruised and the sea below frothy and spitting. The waves and I are separated by dunes of rock and shingle, barnacled, sharp when you least expect it – I should know, I ran the miles over them to get here. Keep low to the stone, graze your knees, let broken shells puncture your soles, just keep moving. The rain will wash the blood from these rocks.


Legs planted apart, stretching my arms out, one to the left, one to the right. This shaking has to stop. I keep my palms pointing outwards and close my eyes, control my breath. Roll my head back as far as it will go. Something clicks; joint, bone, cartilage. I open my eyes again. Straight ahead I can see through the gash of the cave’s entrance all the way to the sea.


But they will not be coming from the sea.


They will be coming from the cliffs.


I press myself as flat as I can, peer back out the way I came. My hands are grazed and stinging now with the salt from the sea and my sweat. The wind scratches at my eyes but the beach is empty.


Then, to my surprise, I see colour. There is a crate, a cage, for catching crab or lobster, blue rope, turquoise, with tendrils of black seaweed tangled through the holes. Abandoned. I think some of the rope has been broken. A creature has eaten its way out. So there it is, unexpected colour on this grey beach: soggy blue rope. Seaweed like matted hair. Messages scratched into stone. Whispers. Escape.


BACK A SEVEN


Georgie and Fergus sleep with their curtains open so they can see the sky, so they are wakened every morning by the sunrise. It’s so beautiful out here, they always say. But today Georgie has dozed, because it is a Tuesday and Tuesdays are usually the calmest days, the kindest sort of days, and so she is still a little sleep-muddled when Fergus kisses her forehead.


‘I made you some bacon, hon. And scrambled.’


Georgie sits up in bed, just waking. ‘What’s the time, love?’ She feels a gurgle in her tummy; that bacon smells delicious.


‘Back a seven.’


‘Back of seven?’


‘Aye.’


‘I slept in.’


She reaches up and strokes the side of his big, familiar face. He’s wearing the checked pyjama bottoms she got him last Christmas, and his favourite green T-shirt with the fox on it. Little tight round the waist nowadays, but that doesn’t bother either of them. You get to an age when you learn what’s important, and what’s not.


‘Smells good.’


Georgie stretches, like she does every morning, full down to her toes to start, a circle of the ankles, before pulling her legs up to her chest, stretching out her spine. Fergus kisses the top of her head as she lies there, bundled and content. ‘Mmm,’ she says with the stretch, arms up over her head now, and he turns the handle of the mug on the bedside table towards her.


‘Tea first, hon?’ he says.


‘Tea first.’


The tray is balanced on the chest by the door, and he reaches for it as she sips her tea. Fergus thinks breakfast in bed is a good thing, and there’s always time for a good thing. That’s one of his sayings. Georgie can hear it now, though he doesn’t say it out loud today. No need, between them. She tucks into her bacon, which is just the right side of crispy, and speaks with her mouth full, because there’s fun in that and certain rules can be bent, especially before you’re dressed in the morning.


‘Nice lenticular clouds this morning,’ she says.


They are her favourite type of cloud. Always pleased to see them. Though today they are distant, away at the gold strip of horizon, and the sky is dark and bloated closer in. Windows already streaked with rain.


‘What’re your plans for today, love?’


‘Might walk over to the hill at Burrowhead Cross. If the weather lightens.’


‘Mmm?’


‘See if I can’t get some aerial photos, looking down over the village. You know, for the website. Or there’s the motte at Mungrid…’


She raises her eyebrows. ‘It’s steep,’ she says, ‘that motte. I need the rope to climb up the side of it.’


‘I’ll use the rope too, hon, to get up it.’


They sit together for a moment, Georgie under the covers and Fergus on the edge of the bed.


‘Any members signed up yet?’ she asks, though she regrets it as soon as she sees his face.


‘I’m going to bring my tray up,’ he says.


‘What?’


‘Breakfast in bed together, eh?’


‘Oh yes, of course.’


She reaches for his hand and gives it a squeeze.


‘Those clouds…’ she says, staring away to the horizon. They are beautiful, smooth as satin, with the way they catch the morning light and glow, actually glow, beyond the charcoal overhead. It is understandable, to Georgie, that people might believe there’s more going on up there than air and water. She listens to Fergus’s footsteps down the stairs, hears the familiar almost-whistle under his breath that is the sound of him when he thinks no one is listening. He doesn’t make that whistle in public because his mum told him it was rude, when he was a little boy – what a thing to do. A child should be allowed to whistle all he likes. But then there is something about it being just for her.


She chases the last of her scrambled eggs around her plate, picks up a final crunch of bacon with her fingers. A good way to start a day. Especially a Tuesday. Then her phone flashes beside her.


The tone of Simon’s voice makes her heart sink down to her belly. She has to ask him to repeat the details, to let the full meaning sink in. It’s too awful. His words are fragmented, confused – the shock. Worse than that, too. She could hardly have believed it but for that terrible crack in his voice. She pushes back the duvet, stands for a minute looking towards the window, the rain beating against the glass. Stuff like this isn’t supposed to happen here. That’s why they chose it when they moved down from Scotland, her and Fergus. She’s standing on something small and sharp; bare feet on cold wood. God, why’d it have to be Simon who got there first? She can hear the shriek of the wind up on the cliffs.


‘I’m on my way, Si,’ she says. ‘You need to keep your distance. Don’t do anything till I’m there.’


‘I know.’ His voice is gravel and pain.


‘I’m… I’m sorry. Cal will be on his way too. We need to get the scene secured, and fast.’


The call disconnects.


She reaches for her towel and meets Fergus at the top of the stairs on her way to the bathroom. He’s holding his tray of breakfast. He’s brought up a crocus from the garden in a little water glass.


‘Oh, love,’ she says. ‘Something awful… I’ve got to get to work, right now.’


‘What is it?’


She swallows.


‘They’ve found… they’ve found a body.’


He stands there, holding the breakfast tray.


‘What?’


‘They’ve found a body, under the swings.’


‘But what do you mean?’


‘They’ve found a dead body, love. Someone’s been killed.’


‘Not here in the village?’


‘I think so. I don’t know any more than that.’


‘It can’t be… Not here, in the village?’


His throat’s turned red – that happens when he’s upset.


‘Guess it’s not much like a Tuesday after all.’ She shakes her head. ‘I’ve got to get to work.’ Turns to the bathroom, then back again. ‘This is lovely though.’ She nods at the flower. ‘Thank you. Such a pretty colour, that purple.’


‘Seemed a good morning for it. But now…’


She reaches towards him then stops.


‘Do they know who it is?’ he asks.


Georgie nods.


‘Young Dr Cosse.’


‘Oh, Georgie…’ He shakes his head, like he doesn’t want his next thought to settle. ‘Oh my God. Simon?’


‘He’s there.’


He closes his eyes against it. ‘Is it to do with all this stuff about, you know…’


‘I don’t know, Fergus.’ She leans forward and rests her forehead against his. They breathe, in unison. ‘I don’t know.’


She straightens up and gives him a quick kiss, already backing away.


‘Will I get some coffee on?’ he says, with something hopeless in his voice.


‘I’ve not got time for coffee.’


It’s an accidental snap, but she leaves it hanging.


In the bathroom she locks the door, turns the shower on and steps in too soon. Ice-cold water hits the back of her shoulders and for a second it feels like the strike of a baton. Then she tilts her head back and lets it cascade down her face.


08:15


Burrowhead playground, the only one in the village of Burrowhead, has its back to the houses and its gaze out over the clifftop and beyond the rough shingle beach to the sea. From time to time the villagers get together for a meeting to discuss how this setup is unhelpful for the safety of the children: what if they swing too high and jump off, go cascading down the cliff’s edge? What if they’re dizzy from the roundabout? What if they fall? Georgie has been along to the meetings herself, once or twice. It’s important, when you’re part of a community, and perhaps they have a point. The bedrock itself seems barely attached to the rest of land, especially on a day like today – it would not be a surprise, to Georgie, if the whole headland were to slip over the edge any minute. The smudged, sodden grass around the roundabout, the faded English Wildlife information sign and all. Gone. It could happen. These things do happen.


As she approaches, she has to hold her hat down over her eyes, the wind has got such a whip to it this morning. It’s carrying the rain like nettles. Dark too, the sky, the sea – none of that morning light left on the horizon. Spring takes a while to arrive after spring has supposedly arrived, up here in the borderlands, and there’s the salt in the air this side of the village. No wonder the roundabout squeaks and the swing chains are rusted. Cal and his team are already at work, the pale shapes of their suits hunched, crouched, hoods pockmarked by the rain. Beyond the cordon, at knee height, are two animals: a horse and donkey, attached to the ground via spiral springs of metal. Their chipped red and yellow paint makes a disturbing contrast to that angry grey sky. The roundabout, squeaking the way it does, seems to answer the wind. There’s no one on it, of course. It spins all on its own. It’s lasted though, that’s the thing. Still clinging on.


Simon is standing a way off, but he’s staring over at the swings. His coat is open, fighting against the wind, his hair plastered across his forehead. And that shape he’s staring at on the ground. That’s the body. The angles of it look all wrong, even from here. Everything about it looks wrong. She keeps away though, lets Cal and his team do their work. Besides, she needs a minute with Simon, just the two of them. She puts her hand on his arm.


His breath is ragged and his eyes are unable to hold her gaze.


‘Will you come over here with me, Si?’ she says. She has to raise her voice to be heard over the wind and those furious waves. God but this weather.


He looks at her with his eyes such a pale blue she finds them unnerving, even now, but she doesn’t look away. He’s drenched but unflinching, like he’s not even aware of the rain.


‘Over to this bench here, okay?’


The bench is dedicated to Abigail Moss, whom nobody knows. It faces away from the swings, out over the beach that on a summer’s day can be pebbled with red stone and yellow quartz but which today is a reflection of the clouds themselves, the black nimbostratus, all churned up and bitter.


‘I’m so sorry, Si,’ she says. The rain intensifies, stinging her face. She holds her hand up as a kind of shield, and water spills from her cuff down her arm. ‘What an awful thing. And for you to find him… You must be in shock.’


Simon doesn’t reply. For a second she thinks she sees something soggy and misshapen out by the tideline with the seaweed and the drowned feathers, that dirty froth – but no, it’s just more of the rubbish that’s washed up with the storm.


‘I know how close you were,’ she says.


She touches Simon’s hand, once, twice, then away. His fingers are like ice, like the sea itself. She pulls out her gloves and offers them to him. He’s got big hands, but then so has she, and she reckons the gloves would fit him nicely. He shakes his head, eyes down, and she puts them on herself instead, lets them absorb the water from her skin. They’re good gloves, padded and lined with that thermal insulating stuff, the same kind they use for mountaineers. Make her hands look giant, and she likes that too. She taps his hand again, her gloved palm dwarfing his fist this time.


‘You need to head home,’ she says, kindly.


He looks up at last. ‘Please no,’ he says. ‘I want to… I don’t want…’


‘No choice, you know that.’


‘I can’t be at home right now.’


Georgie sighs. ‘You can wait for me at the station, if you like.’


‘Thanks.’


She shakes her head.


‘We’ll need to take your statement, Si. That’s all.’ The squawk of seagulls sounds like it’s always been there, but Georgie is fairly sure the gulls were silent when she arrived. She watches them circling the putrid line of seaweed that marks the high tide, here, whatever the time of day, whatever the season. The smell of it down on the rocks is sickening but up here it barely reaches them, just a waft, now and then, of something rotting, something carried on the wind.


‘Can you see anything down there?’ she says with a frown, and Simon stares up at her, pleading. ‘Look,’ she points, standing. ‘The way they’re circling.’ The rain’s in her eyes now, dripping down her neck.


‘Could be a dead crab or something.’ His voice sounds like he has to force it out of his throat. ‘They like to pick the carcass.’ He swallows.


Georgie hears a car pull up behind her, the slam of a door – Trish, good, they need to get to work.


‘You head off, Si. It’s important.’


He stands, starts to walk away. God, but he looks broken.


‘Jesus, Si,’ says Trish, watching him. Her padded coat is zipped from her knees to over her chin, the huge hood hiding her cropped hair. ‘This is…’ She moves towards him like she wants to give him a hug but he shakes his head, starts the walk back to the village alone. ‘Fucking hell,’ Trish says, once he’s out of earshot. ‘This is the worst thing…’ Her hands are in fists. ‘Where do we start?’


Georgie’s hat is soaked now, not keeping the rain off so much as bathing her head in it.


‘See down at the shore there, Trish?’ Georgie’s voice is gentle. ‘Can you see anything?’


Trish holds her hand over her eyes, trying to keep the water out. ‘What, down there?’ she shouts over the wind.


The path to the beach is a long scratch of stones and mud zigzagging down the cliffs. You can slip even in the summer but now… Well, Trish is steady on her feet, and keen too.


‘Shall I head down?’


Georgie shakes her head. ‘I’ll get Cal to send a couple. You’re with me.’


He hears her say it – Cal’s good like that – and already two of his team are ducking under the cordon and heading to the cliff’s edge. They move fast; the rain is against them, the wind, the tide. Still, Georgie gives herself a moment to look over at the swings. To take it all in.


Dr Alexis Cosse, whom she knew, who was a part of their village, whom she’s fairly sure Simon was in love with, is lying dead in Burrowhead playground. She nods at Trish and they walk closer. For a second the only sound is waves breaking.


His tanned face is soaked, but strangely perfect. Washed clean in the rain – not a speck of blood on it. Like he was lying down here to get a better view of the sky. Except for how his eyes are gone. It’s pooled above his collarbone, though, the blood. His shirt is slashed where the knife went in and came out again. In and out five, perhaps six times. She doesn’t know. Hasn’t seen anything like this for years. She’d hoped never to again. There’s a flap of what was the pale green fabric of his designer shirt – he always liked to be smartly dressed, took pride in it, though some people laughed about it behind his back. His shirt is stained dark brown now, drenched and torn, and his chest hair is thick and matted, showing in places through the shirt’s ripped front. Matted with blood, of course. Sticky with it. Like the St Christopher around his neck on a slim gold chain. One of his arms is pointing straight up at the sky. His wrist is entangled in the triangle of metal links that attaches to the swing seat. Georgie follows the line of his arm up to the desperate clouds and to something lying beyond them. It feels to her like they’re being watched. It is not a good feeling. There’s a flock of geese flying in a jagged V, so high above the wind they’re nothing but specks of grit. As the wind gusts, the swing curves around and the seat is forced almost vertical because of how it’s attached to his body. There’s the taste of ancient salt on her lips. The noise: a rising groan of wind as it hits the cliffs and is channelled into the village, and the screech of the swing’s metal chains against its rusted bolts. Georgie doesn’t want to look back at the eye sockets.


Cal stands. His team are preparing to move the body.


‘What have we got?’


‘A bloody storm that’s making our job a nightmare.’


Georgie looks down at the streams of muddy water running across the brown rubber surface below the swings, the rain streaking across the frame, the sodden mess of Alexis’s clothes. Grass and dirt beyond, heavy with puddles.


‘Any chance of footprints?’


Cal snorts.


‘Blood spatter? Tyre tracks?’


The car park is potholed tarmac and gravel, flooded.


‘We’re looking, Georgie. I did find this. Seems it had fallen out of his pocket.’


She takes what is being offered. Inside the evidence bag is a stylish black Moleskine day planner. It’s lying open. The page is wet, but the writing is legible. She stares at it.


‘He used to make house calls,’ says Cal. ‘As well as working out of his front room.’ He grunts, could be clearing his throat, could be something else. A lot of the village folk took against the idea of a psychotherapist when he moved in. Georgie doesn’t know why. He was just another kind of doctor, wasn’t he, trying to help people. Though it was a PhD he had. He was very proud of it, too. He’d told her once that he was saving up for a proper office to work out of; he’d always had big plans.


‘Probably used his phone for most stuff, like everyone else.’


She looks at him, hopeful, but he shakes his head.


‘No sign of a phone. Still, you’ll know who that is. Yesterday’s appointment. Worth checking out.’


Monday. His last day. 11 a.m. Walter Mackie.


‘Walt?’ she says.


‘Aye.’


‘Well.’


‘I know.’


‘It’s a start. Thanks, Cal.’


They both stare out at the waves for a second. It looks dark green today, that sea. Like it’s infected. She doesn’t know where the colour comes from. Maybe algae. Can algae grow in the sea, or does it need something stagnant?


Her hair in her eyes, pushed back a fraction too late, leaving a sting of salt.


‘Well,’ says Cal, ‘I’ll let yous know what we find.’


‘Good. Thanks. And can we try to keep this quiet for now? Avoid the gossip. Last thing we need is meddling from—’


‘Course. But you’ll be calling in some help?’


She nods. Maybe they’ll send someone from the city. She’s reported it to headquarters already, had to leave a message, for crying out loud – though she’s never got the impression any of them care what happens in Burrowhead. ‘I’ve called some extra uniforms down for starters.’


They are lifting the body now. They’ve untangled his wrist from the swing chain. And something else. A shout goes up, a sudden rush of scrambling and Cal moves fast, stamps it underfoot to stop it from blowing away. A bit of paper, pushed under the body or fallen there. As he slips it quickly into a bag, she sees the words she was hoping not to see. Go home, it says. Nothing more. Her lack of surprise makes her throat ache.


‘Fingerprints,’ she says. ‘Ink. Paper. Anything.’


Cal nods. She can see the flashing lights of the car from Crackenbridge making its way through the village. Not subtle. But at least they’re here.


‘Right, I’ll check out Walt,’ Georgie says. ‘Then see what I can find at Dr Cosse’s flat. Trish? You’re with me. I want a door-to-door coordinated.’


‘What, now?’ Trish says.


‘Yes, right now.’ Georgie turns and strides past the horse and the donkey, rocking back and forth in the wind like the inane creatures they are. ‘I don’t know what’s happening to the world,’ she says. But her words are snatched by the wind, to be coated in salt and preserved for the apocalypse. Like jerky.


ABOUT TEN


Walt pulls his dressing gown close, like he’s cold, but he can’t be cold, not in this greenhouse.


‘Will I open a window, Walt?’ says Georgie.


He looks nervous, but that’s Walt. You can see him sometimes, in the village square, sitting in the fountain. Legs hanging out the side – can’t fit a whole man in there. Says he remembers when there was water in it, but that doesn’t explain much to Georgie. He’d still be sitting in a fountain then, with his legs dangling out the side, only his bottom would be all wet. There’s something about the memory, though. That fountain’s always been empty, for as long as she’s been here at least. She doubts if it’s plumbed in. But there is something good about the memory.


She pulls at the sash window, straining her back.


‘You’ve not painted this shut, have you, Walt?’


His knee is jigging up and down. He’s skinny as a scarecrow, Walt Mackie, old skin like sacking and freckled from head to toe. Trish is watching him. Stony, like she is sometimes. Georgie’s a bit worried about her, truth be told – it’s why she invited her along. She gives the window a final yank, feels the catch in her back, gives up and sits back down. Georgie and Trish on the sofa, Walt in his once-comfy armchair. It looks like something’s been nibbling at it.


‘So, Walt.’


‘They’ve gotta stay shut, see,’ he says. ‘Got to keep everything locked and bolted, in case they come.’


‘Who’s coming, Walt?’


‘Don’t you understand?’ he says, pleading eyes at Georgie, ignoring Trish. ‘Don’t you see?’


Georgie looks round the room, seven, eight, nine lights on, all different shapes and sizes. Ceiling and wall lights, floor standers and desk lamps. Every corner lit. And then there are the heaters, electric heaters, plugged into every socket. She didn’t know he’d got this bad.


‘The thing is, Walt, we were wondering where you were yesterday.’


‘Yesterday?’


‘That’s right.’


There are plants everywhere. Spider plants and geraniums, dragon trees and cacti and aloe vera, succulents cascading from tables. Georgie looks for signs of dehydration, wilting in the heat, but they are all green and lush. Good leaves. He must spend a long time watering them. Caring for them.


‘Yesterday was a bad day,’ he says.


‘Did you go out, Walt? See anyone?’


‘They were hanging round by my fountain,’ he says. ‘The big gang of them. You’ve seen them, Georgie?’


‘You mean the kids?’


‘Not kids any more, that lot. No.’


‘Were you heading somewhere other than the fountain?’


‘I had to go all the way round, past the butchers. Don’t feel safe when they’re hanging round at the fountain.’


‘They’re not going to hurt you, Walt.’


Trish is staring at her. She’s got one hand clasped around her wrist, tight.


‘You went to the doctors, didn’t you?’ says Trish. Butting in, blunt and to the point. It’s her way. ‘Who did you see at the doctors?’


‘Not the doctors, no. Went to see Alexis. He doesn’t believe me, though, so not much point in going back.’


‘You go to Dr Cosse every week, don’t you?’


‘Aye, most weeks. You know, most of the time. Depends. I’ll not be going back though. Probably not, anyway. He doesn’t believe me.’


‘Doesn’t believe what?’


‘That they’re coming.’


‘Who?’ says Trish, leaning forward now, her gaze fixed on Walter.


‘Them,’ he says. ‘Them.’ Pointing up, up at the ceiling, up at the sky. His face breaks and he’s looking at Georgie, looking and staring at her like she knows the answer, like he needs her to understand. ‘They might come for you too, Georgie.’ Whispered to her, like if he turns his back to Trish and keeps his voice down she won’t be able to hear a word.


Trish hears though, of course she does.


‘Please tell me this isn’t about the Others again, Uncle Walt.’


Walt looks at Trish like he’s never seen her before, like she’s a total stranger to him and not his brother’s grandchild, the closest thing he’s got to family left in the village. But sometimes those closest to us are not the ones we need. Georgie knows that. Thirty years of police work have taught her that.


‘There was this bright light, see,’ Walt says, turning away from Trish by swivelling in his chair and reaching out to Georgie. ‘It was all around, like I was looking up and there was this light surrounding me.’


‘He was at the dentist,’ Trish snaps.


‘Trish,’ says Georgie. ‘Why don’t you put the kettle on for us? I could do with a nice cup of tea.’


‘Yeah,’ says Trish. ‘Yeah okay, you’re right, Georgie. I’ll get the biscuits. I put some custard creams in the cupboard the other day.’


‘That’s smashing. Thanks, Trish.’


So Trish leaves and clatters about in the kitchen, and Georgie and Walt are left alone in the heat with the succulents.


‘Lights out to sea, too,’ he says now, conspiratorial. ‘Hovering low.’


‘I see,’ says Georgie. ‘It could be the navy out there, though. Patrol boats, submarines. Helicopters, maybe.’


Walt sniffs, puts his finger to his lips.


Georgie can hear a noise. While she’s waiting for him to speak, below the clicking of the central heating and below the tap filling the kettle, there’s a noise from out in the hall, sort of a scurrying but lighter, more erratic. She’s trying to place it, blocking out the other sounds of the old house and listening, leaning forward and listening. But after a minute, during which both of them stay perfectly still, Walt leans back and starts humming to himself.


She’d thought he was going to tell her something important, at least something that was important to him. Something he didn’t want Trish to hear. But now it seems more like he’s forgotten why she’s here at all. She feels her phone vibrate in her pocket. Must be headquarters, calling to say they’re sending a team over, some help. She’d not refuse some help.


‘Georgie,’ says Cal down the line. ‘Couple bits of news for you.’


‘Go on, Cal,’ she says, moving to the hall and out of earshot.


‘Two more entries in the day planner you’ll want to be aware of. Firstly, we’ve got a Kevin Taylor.’ Georgie recognises the name; can’t picture a face. ‘Three months back. Four sessions.’


‘Okay, that’s something.’


‘More intriguing is an entry made in pencil, then rubbed out by the looks of it. Not too well though – easy enough to read. It’s the initials N.P. Six weeks ago.’


‘N.P.?’


‘That’s what it says. Someone’s name, I guess—’


Georgie smiles. ‘New patient,’ she says. ‘It could stand for new patient.’


Cal grunts. ‘Should have thought of that one myself.’


‘But it might not…’


‘Well, other than that, diary’s been empty for months except for a few sketches of trees. Not sure why he’d even bother carrying it around.’


‘Right, thanks. What about time of death?’


‘Body temp puts it about 9 p.m. After dark, but not so late as I was expecting – that early there’d have been a risk of someone walking by. It was stupid, is what I’m saying. Possibly unplanned.’


‘Good. That’s helpful. Thanks, Cal.’


‘I’ll call when I’ve got more.’


As Georgie walks back into the living room, Walt’s head jolts upright as though he’d been asleep.


‘Are you round for tea?’ he says.


‘Not really. Look, Walt,’ Georgie tries again, ‘we need to know if you saw anything unusual when you went to meet Dr Cosse yesterday.’


He looks at her, confused. It’s heartbreaking to see old people looking so lost.


‘Someone hurt him, Walt. Someone hurt Alexis. That’s why we need to know. Did you see anything strange yesterday?’


He frowns as he’s trying to remember.


‘Them at the fountain,’ he says.


‘Anyone else?’


He shakes his head, but he’s still frowning and she can tell there’s something he knows. He just needs a minute to find it.


‘What is it, Walt?’


‘He looked very smart, is all. Even smarter than usual, like he’d made a special effort. Showed me his new cufflinks. Gold they were, these little gold clovers. Meant to be lucky, them.’


‘Did he need extra luck for something yesterday?’


‘Oh no, he’d already had the luck, see. He’d got his citizenship – came through that morning, he said. I figured he’d be off to celebrate. Smash some plates and whatnot. But he didn’t understand.’


Georgie leans forward. ‘Didn’t understand what?’


‘That they’re coming for me.’


‘The Others?’


‘Aye, Georgie. Aye. Coming to take me away again.’


His dressing gown is clasped too tight around him now, his knuckles white with holding it and Georgie knows he believes it, with everything he is.


‘Again?’


‘Like last year, you know? When I went missing? But of course they’re going to come back. Not going to leave me here, are they? Are they?’


‘It’s okay, Walt. You’ve been very helpful.’


‘Have I?’ His eyes hopeful now as Trish arrives back with the tea.


‘Yes, Walt. Yes.’


‘Have a custard cream,’ Trish sighs. ‘There now. You like a custard cream.’


Georgie sips her tea and it reaches half past ten and they all listen to the striking of the cuckoo clock as the pendulum swings and the cuckoo grinds out of its house – just once, and the mechanism is old, you can hear the cogs turning – then retreats back inside.


‘What about when you left?’ Georgie says.


‘Left where?’


‘Dr Cosse’s office. Yesterday, Walt.’


He looks down and notices the biscuit crumbs caught in his dressing gown, in the dip of fabric above his stomach. He moves to brush them away then thinks better of it, collects them on his index finger and pops them into his mouth. His hand is shaking.


‘Remember yesterday?’


‘Yesterday?’


‘After you left Alexis. Did you see anything then, anyone on the street, anything outside?’


He closes his eyes, and Georgie isn’t sure at first whether he is thinking or has fallen asleep. But then he speaks, still with his eyes closed.


‘Butchers was closed for lunch. Sign on the door, back at two. A bicycle chained to the lamp post over the street. Alexis’s car parked in front of the Spar. No one in the Spar but Pamali. She waved. I like Pamali. I walked home the long way, avoiding the fountain. Nothing else.’ He opens his eyes. ‘Nothing else,’ he says again.


‘That’s really good, Walt,’ says Georgie. ‘Thank you.’


He’s looking down at his chest again, shaking his head, seeing more crumbs.


‘Really,’ she says, standing up and going to kneel by his chair. She takes his hand and he looks in her eyes. ‘Thank you, Walt.’


‘Is he dead?’ Walt says.


‘Yes, Walt,’ says Georgie. ‘I’m afraid he’s dead.’


Walt shakes his head, shakes it like it’s too heavy for his neck to keep on holding it up. ‘This place,’ he says. ‘There’s evil in the ground here, Georgie. Down in the soil.’


For a second – only a second, mind – Georgie thinks it’s true, feels it so close she could touch.


But all the villagers are used to death, in a way. Georgie too. It’s a part of living in the country, accepting death. And there’s an ageing population here, no doubts about that – often enough people die at home, in Burrowhead. This murder, though, it’s a new kind of darkness. Georgie shakes her head, same as Walt. She’s not equipped for this. Not any more. Doesn’t want to fall back into it.


‘Should we get going?’ Trish says. Then, under her breath, ‘He’ll be needing his nap after that.’


Georgie stands and says thanks to Walt again and checks her phone but there’s nothing – no reply from headquarters, no word from the city. She has this sudden feeling like she’s all on her own, like no one is coming to help.


‘I’m sorry,’ Trish says once they’re back out on the street. ‘He’s lost in his own world.’ She says it like she’s angry with him for having such a bad sense of direction.


‘But we passed the Spar on the way here,’ says Georgie.


‘Well, he can just about make it to the Spar on a good day.’


‘No, I mean… Dr Cosse’s surgery is above the Spar.’


‘His surgery was his front room, Georgie, in his flat above the Spar. And he wasn’t a real doctor.’


‘I know that. But there was no car parked outside, was there? So where did he drive to, in his smart suit with his gold cufflinks – that he wasn’t wearing when we found the body – sometime after noon yesterday? After he got his good news and refused to believe your Uncle Walt about the Others, where did he go?’


TWO HUNDRED AND FIFTY YEARS AFTER THE VILLAGE MISFORTUNE


The village of Burrowhead has three roads, and a number of inadequately paved side streets. The three roads are called High Street, Main Street and Church Street. They form a triangle of sorts, a little lopsided as it is, that encloses the village square, which is not really a square at all.


In the village square there is a fountain with no water. Grass covers the ground from the edge of the fountain to the kerbs of the three roads, though whether it was originally planted to be a sort of small village green or if it has grown up over the years, as weeds tend to do, is unclear. Beyond the corners of the triangle each road continues for a while and then ends in a different way.


Main Street turns gradually from a maintained road with central road markings to a potholed track as the houses along it become further apart with noticeably fewer roses in the metre strip of front garden assigned to each. After a while there is a gate, which is always open, followed by a cattle grid, beyond which the track is made of mud and gravel. You are now on the land of Ricky Barr, farmer, widow, and father to seventeen-year-old Andy, work shadowing at Burrowhead police station.


Church Street leads out of the village for half a mile and straight to the church, which is not a functioning church but a ruin, abandoned by its congregation, who moved to the larger church five miles away in Warphill at some point in the late-eighteenth century. It is thought there was a scandal, something to do with a minister and a boy, or perhaps a girl, or something to do with an abandoned baby or something maybe to do with a slave. The villagers tend not to tell the story, truth be told, but parents will give snippets to the children to keep them quiet or, more likely, to keep them away from the church with the threat of a haunting – twenty-five years ago a bit of the roof fell in and crushed a sheep that had been loitering there to chew the grass. It had to be shot later, to put it out of its misery. The ruined church, along with the rusting playground, is considered a danger to the children of Burrowhead. The children of Burrowhead are not afraid of the ruined church, or of the rusting playground.


Then there’s High Street, where Georgie and Trish are currently standing outside the Spar and looking at an empty parking space – in fact an entirely empty road. There are no cars parked on this stretch that leads from the butchers on the far corner up past the Spar and Dr Cosse’s flat and on to the village square with its fountain. But if they were to turn around and follow the street back past the butchers, past the lane Walt must have used to avoid the village square, and out of the village altogether, then they would find themselves where they started this morning, at the village playground. More specifically, the road leads into a car park next to the playground that could probably fit twelve cars at least, though Georgie has never seen it with more than half that number, and usually there are none at all. And that is the end of High Street: a car park next to a rusty playground at the top of Burrowhead cliffs, facing out over the froth-marked pebble beach to the sickly green sea.


Coincidentally enough, the playground was built the same year Georgie and Fergus arrived in Burrowhead, which is to say that all three have become familiar fixtures of the village but are not quite from the village either. In fact, no one really knows where Georgie is from at all. No one in the village can quite place her accent – there’s a bit of Scottish in there, for sure, so maybe she spent time north of the border, but it’s mingled with something from the Deep South of the United States, they think. Bobby the taxi driver suspects she’s lived in Australia, which she hasn’t, though what he actually said was that there looks to be a bit of the Aboriginal in her. No one felt the need to comment. And they say maybe she’s the daughter of diplomats; maybe she’s spent time in Singapore, maybe she has relatives in Africa. She’s not from here though, that much they know. Brown-skinned. Tight dark curls. But originally? Well, where Georgie became Georgie is a mystery no one has been able to solve. A bit like why she married Fergus. Big Fergus with his pointless projects and his collecting of other people’s junk, Fergus who’s Scottish as the day is long and ginger to boot. But marry him she did, for her own good reasons, and Fergus, meanwhile, has followed Church Street beyond the church, at which point it becomes simply the B8629 and leads up to Burrowhead Cross, where there is a crossroads beside a hillock on which he is standing.


He’s been upset all morning, unbalanced and sick. Such an awful thing with Dr Cosse – and right here in the village. He can hardly believe it, though the moments when it seems untrue are quickly replaced by nausea as he remembers Georgie’s face when she told him. He spent a while thinking about what he could do to help, but he didn’t really think there was anything he could do, so he pulled himself together and got on his bike and now here he is.


He’s wearing his Lycra outfit, bought when the cycle shop in Crackenbridge closed down and got rid of all their kit. CLOSING-DOWN SALE AT POUND-SHOP PRICES, the sign said, before they locked the doors for good and dumped what they couldn’t sell in the old quarry. It annoys Fergus, the way people dump things in the old quarry. What a pointless thing to do. To litter. He doesn’t understand the urge at all. It’s not as though the old quarry is convenient – people must actually travel there in order to dump what they don’t want into the greyed-out dip in the hill where they used to dig for limestone. Now he goes there to dig through the possibilities that other people have discarded. Once, a few weeks back, he saw Farmer Barr dumping a deep chest freezer in there with the digger bit of his tractor. He saw Fergus watching him do it, but didn’t seem to care. There’s an anger about the village these days that Fergus doesn’t understand either – the anger and the littering. They don’t make any sense to him. But, to go back to the closure of the cycle shop in Crackenbridge, Fergus bought all the cycling outfits he could ever need in that sale and then some. He just didn’t like the idea of it all going to waste.


It is Fergus’s deepest fear that his life will be a waste, though he’s never told anyone so, not even Georgie. She’d only worry about him, and she’s too protective as it is – something to do with how he reminds her of her brother. But how do you know what bits of a life are worthwhile and what bits are wasteful while you’re in the middle of it all? It’s not so easy as taking your litter home with you. Though, when he thinks about it, taking your litter home with you seems like a good way to start.


From where he stands on high, he can see both the village of Burrowhead to the south and the larger neighbouring village of Warphill to the north. That’s where the congregation from the old church moved, back in the late-eighteenth century. On the road to Warphill, not far out of Burrowhead, is a derelict block of flats, council housing scheduled for demolition twenty years ago. It was a mad place to build a block of flats in the first place – he was an engineer once, he could have told them that. The village of Warphill is a place Fergus rarely goes to, or rather, it’s a place no one really goes to, unless they have relatives there or friends they particularly want to visit. Unlike Burrowhead, it doesn’t have a semi-famous beach, and so it doesn’t have a tourist season to speak of. It does, however, have a standing stone that seems to suggest a line to the coast, passing through the woods with their half-buried stone of the cup and ring, and ending with the cliffs near Burrowhead playground. He wishes he could get higher up; imagines himself soaring over the fields and dense hedgerows, the glassy twists of the river, to approach the standing stone from above, feel it rising from the land, connecting him to the ancient rock bed below the surface. In fact, a series of photos and a map would make a good introduction to his new archaeological society on the homepage of his website. So many people have lived and died here, over so many thousands of years. He finds that strangely comforting.


NOT YET NOON


Georgie pushes the door next to the Spar on High Street and it opens, easily, and without a sound. The hinges must be well oiled. She leads the way, with Trish following close behind, up the dark staircase – there are no windows and the door has swung shut behind them; the lower of the hall lights seems to need a new bulb – until she is standing in front of another door, this one painted a pleasing sky blue, which does not open when she pushes it. The nameplate on the door is brass and polished and it says DR ALEXIS COSSE, PSYCHOTHERAPIST. God, it’s no wonder folk didn’t like him, round here. Most of them farming, or retired, or working in whatever shop can stay open long enough to take on staff for the season. Crackenbridge has more boarded-up shopfronts these days than Burrowhead has sheep, and Warphill is … well, no one really goes to Warphill, unless they’re from Warphill and haven’t yet found a way to get out. But Alexis was proud of what he did, and Georgie liked that about him. A wave of loss hits her, more real standing here than it was when she was looking at the body.


She kneels in front of the door and checks under the mat for a spare key.


‘No such luck,’ she says to Trish.


Then she checks the mat for signs of mud or visitors or disturbance, but she sees nothing out of the ordinary. It is just a doormat. WELCOME, it says. She shakes her head, and briefly places her hand on the mat. It prickles. It is coarse.


Standing, she looks next for a flowerpot – almost everyone in the village keeps their spare key under a mat or a flowerpot. It’s such a safe place to live, they say, when visitors are surprised. And true enough, there are very few break-ins here, very few burglaries. Though that’s not the only type of crime, Georgie knows, and it would be a foolish villager to rob his own neighbours in a place so small as this. She finds herself leaning against the banister, staring down towards the dark of the ground floor, trying to catch the tail end of a thought, when a person-sized thump echoes through the enclosed hallway.


Trish, it seems, is ramming the door with her bottom. Having failed to break through the first time, she’s stepping back now, checking the height of the lock against her body. Taking aim. This time her hip smashes against the door, to the sound of wood splintering and a creak of hinges. Quite a thud she makes, for someone so small.


‘I’ll call a locksmith,’ Georgie is trying to say, but she doesn’t try very hard, because this might be exactly what Trish needs just now. There has been something going on with her for a few months now, maybe more, maybe it’s been building slowly for a year or two. Georgie wonders if she should have said something before, but it’s not really her way; Georgie tends to wait for people to ask for help before offering it. Besides, she thinks Trish doesn’t like her very much. They have a different approach, a different temperament. If Trish wanted help, Georgie is fairly sure she wouldn’t be asking for it from her.


Still, that’s got to hurt, on the hip bone like that. That’s going to bruise. And Georgie knows, though she would never comment on it, that Trish doesn’t have anyone at home to run her a hot bath, to help with that later. Georgie moves fast, once she’s made up her mind to do it, and stands in front of the door before Trish can ram into it again.


‘It’s okay,’ she says – though it does look a bit like Trish might ram the door through Georgie, if it came to that. ‘I think you’ve done enough,’ she says. ‘That was really good.’ She smiles and Trish relaxes a little, breathes back into herself. ‘I’m impressed.’


‘Was nothing,’ says Trish, with a shrug, but one she looks kind of pleased about.


Georgie turns, waits for Trish to come and stand next to her, and then she tries the handle again.


This time, the door swings open. It is splintered all down the inside; the lock no longer reaches the mechanism. It sort of hangs there, lopsided on its hinges.


‘We’re in,’ says Trish.


Georgie hangs back and lets Trish stride her way in first. She admires her, actually, the way she can be so forceful about things. Georgie doesn’t tend to be so forceful. Georgie would have patiently waited for the locksmith. She’s not sure, when she thinks about that, whether it’s a fault or a virtue. And Trish is petite, that’s the funny thing. Pale as can be and that spiky hair, fringe down to her eyebrows, nails neatly filed. Georgie glances down at her own big hands, pulls on a pair of latex examination gloves. Passes another pair to Trish.


‘The thing is,’ Trish is saying, ‘I knew something bad was coming. Something terrible. Didn’t you? Georgie?’ She’s standing round the other side of the desk now, repeatedly pressing the power button of the computer to see if it will start up. ‘Of course you did,’ she says. ‘Even you must have seen it. Been building for years. Or maybe it’s always been here.’


A pause while a circle spins on the computer’s grey screen.


Georgie has noticed certain things, actually. She notices a lot of things, and there has been a sort of bubbling, recently, like people are starting to reach the boil. Though there have always been the comments. Then there was the day when Fergus unplugged the radio from the socket in their bedroom and moved it out to the garage, where it now lives untouched. No more the days of listening to the news together of a morning. Now they have the birds. He says he likes it better, with the birds. They have such an extraordinary variety of song.


‘You heard about that boy, down south, that foreign boy they hung from a tree?’


At the mention of it Georgie feels her insides twist. There are no words for it, for the awfulness of it. She doesn’t know what it would have done to her, if she’d been running the case.


‘Animals,’ Trish says, her voice low, cutting. ‘Fucking animals.’


But it’s people who did it, thinks Georgie. That’s the awful thing; it was human beings who did it.


While Trish continues furiously jabbing at the keyboard, Georgie walks round to the small filing cabinet behind the sofa. She stands still for a minute, waits for the sting in her eyes to die down some. The sofa is where his patients would have sat. Above it, there are three different pictures of trees – a pencil sketch, a watercolour and an oil painting. The oil is all silvers and dark olive greens, abstract lines with the unmistakable sheen of frost and moonlight. It’s the watercolour she’s pulled to, though, a softer palate, springtime perhaps, and there’s something about it she recognises. Then she sees the name. It’s one of Pamali’s. It’s lovely, delicate, warm. Alexis was into art, she’d seen him out sketching sometimes. The pencil drawing could even be his – there’s no name on that one. She steps back, glances over at the door that, presumably, leads to the bedroom. She’s never even been in here before. He was private, in a way, tended not to invite folk round for tea. But then he would have needed to keep patient confidentiality, wouldn’t he, and what with his office being right here in the front room, well, maybe other visitors weren’t a good idea. With that thought comes the knowledge that this is his whole home; that she will be going through his whole home.


‘Such an awful thing,’ she says. ‘I don’t understand it.’


Though she’s not sure herself if she’s talking about the boy, or Dr Cosse, or all of it. The whole mess of things.


She leaves the cabinet for a second and walks over to the door, gives it a gentle push. The mood through there is completely different, richer somehow – the front room is for his clients, clearly, but the bedroom is his own. Pristine white sheets cover the bed, topped with a quilt of embroidered velvet, deep red and blue and gold, the luxurious colours reflecting a tiny gold icon hanging on the far wall. There are photos too, on the chest of drawers: an old woman with a creased, tanned face, dressed head to toe in black, his grandmother perhaps; Alexis and Simon together, their faces close to the lens, a white blur of sky and coastline behind them. Simon’s laughing, holding the camera, looking straight at it but Alexis isn’t – Alexis is staring at Simon, his expression serious and genuine and vulnerable and Georgie backs quietly out of the bedroom and kneels down behind the sofa, closes her eyes, gives herself a moment before getting back to work.


The filing cabinet opens as soon as she pulls a drawer – it isn’t locked or anything. But she was expecting notes in the cabinet drawers, records of his therapy sessions, contact details for his patients, that kind of thing. That’s not what it is, though, not at all – it’s his household filing. Electricity bills. Council tax. She tries the next drawer down. Bank statements. They’ll have to go through all that, of course. Might be something in there. She pulls out her phone and texts Cal to send someone over. Right away, he replies immediately. But she’d assumed she would find something else. Not personal finances or the change of an energy supply company.


‘Got it.’


Trish’s voice is hard as concrete, and Georgie closes her eyes. She knows, somehow, that it’s going to be bigger than the death of one man. Something harder to comprehend, harder to defeat.


‘Fucking. Animals.’ That’s what Trish says.


Georgie looks at the note Trish is pointing out to her, lying in the open drawer of his desk. Scans the words with an increasing feeling of dread. FOREIGN SCUM. Just two words, just like the note under the body. Capital letters. Blue ink. It’s not even personal; it’s so impersonal it almost doesn’t seem real. Like a cliché of a racial threat. Except the stab wounds, they weren’t random. They were deliberate. They seemed personal. That’s how they looked to Georgie: close up and personal. Something moves between her fingers, sticky, wet, the slip of blood; a memory so vivid it knocks the air out of her lungs. She looks down – there’s nothing there. Takes a deep breath and gives herself a second to focus. For years she used to reach for Fergus’s hand when that happened, the solid warmth of him enough to bring her back to the present. Today all she’s got is her own gloved hand resting on the edge of Alexis’s desk, and beneath it a small pad of Post-it notes lying next to the computer’s keyboard. With writing on the top one: Kingfisher 8 p.m.


‘He had a dinner reservation,’ she says. ‘That’s a restaurant, isn’t it? The Kingfisher, up at Crackenbridge?’


Trish looks at her.


‘I know,’ Georgie says. ‘I know. It looks like a hate crime.’


‘I can write you a list of all the people in this village—’


‘We don’t need a list, Trish.’


‘Let’s start with Ricky Barr then.’


‘Got no reason to that I can see.’


‘Well, he’s a fucking racist. And he beats Andy often enough, too.’


Georgie looks up at her then. ‘I didn’t know that,’ she says.


‘Everyone else knows,’ says Trish. ‘Does nothing about it. That’s why I offered to help him. I thought…’


It was Trish’s idea to let him do his work experience at the station. Georgie had been reluctant. She’d only agreed because things were quiet, figured he could clean the place a bit, wash the windows – God knows the station could do with it – maybe help prepare their community stall for the spring fair on Saturday. Though things have changed now. She’ll phone, tell him not to come in today. Maybe cancel the whole week. The school won’t blame him for that, surely.


‘Was Andy seeing Dr Cosse? Is that the connection?’


Trish thinks for a minute, and Georgie isn’t sure whether she’s trying to remember the truth or trying to formulate a lie. Luckily Trish isn’t a very good liar, and she knows it; she opts for the truth.


‘I don’t think so,’ she says.


‘There was no mention of Andy, or any of the Barrs, in his day planner.’


‘Did you see the advert he put up last year, for summer workers? British only?’


Georgie takes a deep breath, the way she’s learned to over the years. ‘It was unpleasant, that. And he was warned. But we follow the evidence here. It’s all we can do.’


‘Fingerprints. Ink. Paper,’ Trish says, reusing Georgie’s words from earlier that morning. ‘I’ll call forensics.’


‘They’re already on their way. I think we’ve got a lead to follow.’


‘You’ll not find anything at the Kingfisher.’


‘No harm in giving them a call.’


She’s got her phone out already, Georgie, she can move fast when she wants to and she has this feeling that there’s something to find, in the Kingfisher. Could be Trish’s certainty that there’s not, could be something else. Maybe it’s an easier route to take, a way to avoid the nastiness – that’s what Trish thinks of her. Perhaps that’s what they all think of her. Is that what she’s become, to survive? A coward? She doubts herself for a second, then makes the call.


Trish watches her as she’s talking on the phone. As she asks about the reservation last night in Dr Cosse’s name. As she listens to the reply that comes a bit at a time, that yes there was a reservation, for two, at 8 p.m., and no, it looks like he never arrived. She’s quite glad Trish can’t hear the other side of the conversation; she’s careful not to repeat the information she’s being told. She just listens, with that same feeling of dread, as they call over a waiter who was on last night, as he describes the man waiting at the table for someone who never showed up, waited for a full hour, tapping away into his phone all the time. He says they didn’t get his name, since he hadn’t booked the table, but yes, he looked distinctive enough. Blond hair. Piercing blue eyes. Upset he was, when he left, the waiter says, knocked the chair right over as he grabbed his jacket from the back of it. Looked like he was ready to do someone an injury.


‘Thank you,’ says Georgie. ‘You’ve been really helpful. Thank you.’


‘It can’t have been him,’ says Trish, quietly, once Georgie’s hung up the phone. ‘I mean, whatever happened between them at the Kingfisher, it can’t have anything to do with the murder. This note, this is racism…’
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