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Praise for When the Dead Come Calling


‘Unputdownable. When the Dead Come Calling tracks the toxin which seeped into a village. If you read closer you will see who the “key workers” are. Helen Sedgwick saw into the future and that future is now! It’s an incredible book! READ IT.’


Lemn Sissay, author of My Name Is Why


‘Creepy, atmospheric and spine-tingling, When the Dead Come Calling is the kind of mystery so deviously plotted it left me reeling. Brilliant.’


Chris Whitaker, author of We Begin at the End


‘When the Dead Come Calling confirms what many of us already knew: Helen Sedgwick is one of Scotland’s finest contemporary storytellers.’


Claire Askew, author of All the Hidden Truths


‘Beautifully written, beguiling and mysterious, the sort of book that would reward a second (and third) read. And a twisty plot with an undercurrent of supernatural malevolence that ticked all my boxes.’


Fiona Erskine, author of The Chemical Detective


‘A multi-layered tale from a range of viewpoints that reaches back into history and poses as many questions as it answers… A thumpingly good read shot through with some beautiful prose.’


Herald


‘By combining up-to-the-minute themes, well-tuned dialogue and warm and witty details of everyday life with a deep, impressionistic sense of dread, Sedgwick produces a mystery as addictive as it is anxiety-inducing…deserves to be a stonking series with wide appeal that should run and run.’


Molly Flatt, author of The Charmed Life of Alex Moore


‘The dense narrative moves back and forth, incorporating horrors from the past and fears and resentments from the present. The final twist works well and adds an extra layer to the story that is both surprising and moving.’


Literary Review


‘Sedgwick’s writing is minutely observational, clever and warm. One minute you are transported by her descriptions of the landscape, the next she is raising the hairs on the back of your neck with her dreamlike descriptions of whatever lurks in the cave at the foot of the cliffs. It is her portrayal of the closed world of a remote community, however, that will chill you to the bone.’


Scotsman


‘The author has created an intriguing plot with twists and turns underlaid with the supernatural and her descriptions of the landscape and changing weather, brooding and windswept, bright and sunny is an original metaphor for how the investigation is proceeding. This is a stunning, complex, out-of-the mainstream novel that’s completely immersive.’


Mystery People


‘Helen Sedgwick weaves a clever combination of psychological suspense and low-key police procedural.’


Crime Review


‘When the Dead Come Calling is assured, engaging and beautifully layer-ed. Intriguing characters meet contemporary issues, and historical whispers, in a haunting landscape. A must-read!’


Scottish Book Trust, picked as a 2020 Great Scottish Novel


‘It’s the poetic quality of her writing that makes this a moodily engrossing, and rather uneasy, opening to the series.’


Peterborough Telegraph


‘An ethereal, supernatural take on the crime genre.’


Huntly Express


‘Helen Sedgwick creates a chilling sense of evil, of impending disaster with some exquisite writing… Sedgwick trusts her readers to understand and dispenses with tedious explaining: it’s a truly exceptional book.’


The Book Bag blog
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LOST




A WAY BACK


Deborah-Jane can still hear the scratching, the terrible scratching like cracked fingernails on wood. It follows her as she runs, like the rasping breath under the wind – the air is filled with it – and the mud that slips and sinks beneath her soles, pulling her down. That noise.


The scratching.


Shapes are moving around her, crouched but tall, solid then rippling in the wind that finds its way down the back of her neck, and then she is leaping the fence and racing into the dense woodlands: ash and silver birch, gnarled oaks, sharp brambles crawling about their roots and the sudden glint of animal eyes that are gone sooner than she can believe what she’s seen. A squirrel. A pine marten, some kind of weasel, that’s all, that must be all, but she runs faster and there are scratches at her ankles, twigs twisting their way through her hair – and she sees jagged tufts of hair, lighter than her own, baby blonde matted with blood from where scissors had hacked – no, no, she mustn’t look, she mustn’t remember, the bushes are head height now, thicker and darker, sharp-nailed—


She screams.


A deep scratch, clawed into her cheek.


She spins around: twisted and brittle mimosa, groaning in the wind. A snapped branch, jagged at the fracture. She swipes at it and then she’s off again, thrashing and fighting everything in her way, kicking the bushes that snatch at her clothes until she hears the sound behind her. It’s close and deliberate: crunched undergrowth, a step, a pause. Another step. It can’t be a person. She’s frozen. That scratching. Scratching.


Then something tugging at her stomach, at her insides.


Move.


Move!


Running again, faster than before, forcing her way through clawing bushes and jagged gorse, eyes glinting out from the undergrowth, and she’s leaping the logs and stones in her path, yelling out in the dark to keep going, to get through the woods. What she saw. She mustn’t think about what she saw. Keep running, keep lashing out. Her hand strikes something fleshy but she keeps moving and racing and yelling and her paces get wider and her back gets longer and soon she’s taller than the trees themselves, tall enough to crush the gorse underfoot and let the creatures cling around her wrists like cobwebs and then she is out: the open, the wind, the night sky with its stars glinting freely above the cloud; she’s running through the cold fresh chill of the clearest, brightest night she has ever seen and she’ll never be able to get back what she has lost, but nothing can stop her now.




TODAY


The coffee smells good. Georgie likes a good cup of coffee of a morning – and Fergus does too, she knows. He tends not to bring her breakfast in bed these days, though she can hardly blame him for that. Still, midsummer. That could be some kind of turning point, maybe, after a spring of such darkness it changed her; changed the way she works, the way she looks. She’s been watching Fergus too, looking for signs of a change in him, though it’s when she glimpses the old Fergus, sees him putting seeds out for the birds or deadheading his roses with such tenderness that she feels a pang for what they’ve lost. That’s the new Georgie thinking, though. The old Georgie would just have wrapped her arms around his waist and given him a squeeze.


‘That coffee smells good,’ he says. ‘Thanks.’


He’s showered, dressed, ready for work. His new haircut is short and neat; it gives him fewer curls and a lighter shade of auburn.


‘Toast?’


He shakes his head.


Georgie puts two pieces in anyway – she’ll eat them even if he doesn’t. She’s got an ongoing dispute about tyre slashing in the village and a pub that routinely serves underage kids, not to mention a talk for the school to write, a police station to paint.


Fergus stands, looks around, brushes non-existent crumbs off his clothes.


‘Don’t want to be late, love.’


Georgie looks at him. He’s taken to ironing his top, even though the T-shirt fabric hardly needs it, and he wears his smart trousers since they told him it was his choice. The kids might wear jeans or joggers to work on the tills but not him, not Fergus.


‘I’m having my breakfast,’ she says.


‘Of course, I didn’t mean to rush you, I… I’m sorry—’


‘No, I didn’t mean to… It’s okay. It’s okay.’


He sits back down and waits while she coats her toast with peanut butter and jam, and then he seems to sit a bit higher in his chair as he says what he must have been saving up for a while:


‘I’ve got a new member of the archaeological society. Someone you might be interested in.’


Her eyes flick up to his. She can see he’s trying to help, trying to reach out to her.


‘It’s Natalie Prowle. You know, from the museum?’


‘Lee’s mum?’


He smiles – he knows that already. Mind you, the whole village knows Lee Prowle and Andy Barr were arrested for attacking Pamali and vandalising the Spar; knows they’ve both been let off with community service too.


‘What did she say?’


‘Nothing much yet, she joined up using the form on the website. But she’s the chair of the community council and they’ve invited me to their meeting tonight, to give a wee talk about the excavation now we’ve got permission to go ahead. So I’m thinking that’ll be good.’


‘Hmm.’


‘And that professor from the university is very interested in my iron figurine.’


The image of it settles somewhere behind her eyes, the vicious beaks for hands, the broken wrists, the peaked hood and claw feet.


‘It’s hardly yours, Fergus.’


She shouldn’t have said that – he loves that little idol or whatever it is. The villagers seem to care about it too. Perhaps there are advantages to having a husband who found something that the people round here want; not to mention a husband who’s so white folk forget who he’s married to long enough to let their prejudice show.


‘I just meant the one I found in the motte,’ he says quietly. ‘It’s nice that a professional is interested, that’s all.’


‘Of course it is,’ she says. ‘And I’m interested too. You know that, right?’


Their kitchen windows look out into their garden, which has become overgrown this year, untended – she hadn’t realised how much work he was doing out there, before, while she was at work elsewhere. Now there’s leaf mulch under the cherry tree, long-dead daffodils collapsed under their own weight, twigs blown down in the spring winds still lying where they fell and brown leaves of montbretia cascading over flower beds; she wonders what might be underneath it all, struggling to grow.


‘I’m not meaning to rush you, not at all, but…’


Her toast, only half eaten, is soggy anyway.


‘Okay,’ she says. ‘I’m ready. Let’s go.’


They’ve always shared a car, her and Fergus, though she knows he’s frustrated at having to rely on her for a lift all the way to Crackenbridge. He cycles sometimes, though it takes him a good couple of hours – she guesses he does it for the independence – but he’s on the early shift this morning and she offered the lift. It’s something to do before she has to take that deep breath and turn herself back into DI Georgie Strachan. She puts the radio on as a way to fill the silence, and even though the sky is a spectacular golden peach this morning, layered with streaks of soft white cloud, neither of them comments on it. Fergus notices it though, same as she does. She’s fairly sure about that.


‘Are you okay, love?’ he says.


She glances over, gives a brief nod and takes the coast road up to Warphill, past the derelict flats, because she likes to keep an eye on them these days – no sign of life in there – then turns on to the main road to get up to Crackenbridge as fast as possible.


‘It’s just…ever since…’


She pulls to a stop at the first red light.


‘Ever since the case…’


‘Ever since Alexis was killed and my best friend was attacked by those racist kids you mean?’


Fergus almost winces as she says it.


‘It’s what they did, Fergus. It’s what they did to Pamali. Andy Barr and Lee Prowle, and don’t you ever forget it.’


‘I wouldn’t, Georgie, I couldn’t, everything that happened was so awful, but…’


‘But?’


‘It’s just you seem angry at me.’


Georgie breathes before answering, keeping her voice quiet, cautious.


‘I’m not angry at you, love.’


‘Angry at everyone, then.’


She blinks.


‘And why aren’t you?’


‘No one here means us any harm, Georgie. Not… I mean, not really.’


The lights change and she drives on slowly, careful not to rev the engine. Roads are quiet this time of the morning, but that’s no reason to drive thoughtlessly.


‘I just want us to get back to how things were,’ he says.


The smell of the abattoir fills the car then is replaced by manure.


‘I know, because of what happened to your brother—’


‘This is nothing to do with Errol.’


‘It’s just…’ He sounds almost nervous. ‘Anger never solved anything.’


‘Says the white man—’


‘What?’


She’d close her eyes if she could, but instead she lets a moment of quiet soften what she says next.


‘Well you are, aren’t you?’


‘No. No!’


She indicates, calmly overtakes the tractor chugging along at twenty.


‘I mean’ – Fergus is still talking – ‘well obviously I am, but I’m not, you know what I mean… I’m not English either, am I, I’m not local…anyway, you don’t see the colour of my skin, surely?’


There are more cars around now, the roads filling up with every mile.


‘And since when have I ever cared about the colour of yours?’ he says, defensive.


Georgie watches the road, the traffic, drives on in silence. Indicates in good time at the roundabout. She wishes she didn’t feel so bloody tired.


‘Here we go,’ she says at last, taking the exit to the retail park outside Crackenbridge and driving into the first parking spot she sees. It’s a massive car park here, God knows how many people they were expecting to do their shopping all at once.


‘Okay. Maybe I misunderstood,’ he says, taking a deep breath then letting it out. ‘Thanks for the lift. Bye, love.’


He goes to kiss her, as usual, and she lets him, as usual, but they both know something’s lacking.


He sits back in the seat. There’s a twist in Georgie’s stomach. She wishes she remembered how to give him a hug, a big genuine hug.


‘I don’t understand where we’re at, Georgie.’


They lock eyes, and that’s something.


‘We’re giving each other some time,’ she says.


‘But I’m on your side, love—’


‘I just need some time, that’s all. This year has been so…’


He sighs, not angry but resigned, and gets out of the car, closes the door gently, raises his hand in a wave then strides off past the trolley stacks to the supermarket entrance.


Georgie – who hadn’t turned the engine off – reverses out of the Kaltonn car park and begins the drive back to Burrowhead police station. Maybe it’s true. Maybe he is on her side. She always believed he was before, so what’s changed? But as she approaches the village, she sees people, young people, leaving the caravan park and heading over to Ricky Barr’s brown-and-yellow fields and her thoughts leave Fergus behind. They’re here to work on Ricky’s farm for the season. Those kids. Local kids. She slows down to get a good look at their faces. Sees plenty she recognises, and a few she doesn’t. Lee and his older brother Aaron are among them – she notices them, and they notice her too. They stare right in through her window, that same look of spite on their faces as Lee had when she arrested him earlier this year, the same look he probably had when he was attacking Pamali and vandalising the Spar; they stare at her as though nothing in this world could stop them and Georgie clasps the steering wheel and waits exactly where she is until they are out of sight, and that’s when she gets the call.




TIME WELL SPENT


Shona is standing by the potato harvester waiting for Kev. Not that she’s keen to get the work started; she’d be happy never to see another potato again, soil-covered misshapen little gnome heads that they are. It’s been so hot this summer she’d worked in a T-shirt on her first day – rookie mistake, and she had the cuts to prove it, woke up to find weeds tangled in her hair, blotches on her skin. Today she’s got her hoody sleeves pulled down and her gloves up to her wrists and she can still feel the itching. She wonders if there’s some kind of venom in the ugly little leaves. But the potato work was one of the main things Ricky was hiring for, that and the drivers (she wishes now she’d learned to drive a tractor). It’s a mixed farm, Ricky Barr’s, but he doesn’t seem keen on letting any of the summer kids near the livestock. Presumably there isn’t too much they could do wrong with the potatoes.


‘They need lifted and checked and packed,’ Ricky had said as he directed them to stand in one of three huddles on their first day. ‘You lot are on the silage with me. Andy: you’re on the baler. We’ve got a dry few weeks coming up. Good news all round, eh?’


Then Lee had been put on driving duty for the potato harvester – though why anyone would trust him around heavy machinery Shona had no idea – and Kev had been sent over to stand with Lee and his brother Aaron, who’d walked out of his job at the butchers just to be here apparently, and then Ricky Barr’s eyes had fallen on her.


‘There’s weeding to be done in the garden,’ he’d said.


Shona had silently walked over to stand with the boys on potato-lifting duty and Ricky had grinned.


‘Never let it be said I’m not for equal rights. You’re on sorting with Aaron. Kev?’


‘Yep?’


‘You can drive the trailer?’


‘Course. Did last summer over at Dummigan’s, north a Warphill.’


‘Aye, I know it. Right. Questions?’ Then he’d glanced at Shona again. ‘Aaron’ll keep you right.’


So today Shona is riding the back of the harvester with Aaron beside her, gloves pulled up over her wrists, sweat clinging to her upper lip that she can’t spare a hand to wipe, as she grabs at the weeds and stalks in among the ever-moving conveyor belt of potatoes dug up by the harvester before they’re dropped into the trailer Kev is driving beside them. Him and Lee are yelling to each other, windows rolled down and voices loud and gruff over the engines, play-acting at being weathered old farmers like Ricky Barr, ’stead of kids just out a school with crap A levels and nowhere to live but a bedroom at their mam’s. That was a large part of the appeal of this job, and Ricky knew it too – he could get away with paying them way under by offering them living space in the caravans for the season. That’s where they’re all staying now, Shona included.


Lee keeps going on about how great it is, Ricky taking on so many local kids. ‘Need more of that round here,’ he says. ‘Why shouldn’t we get priority, eh?’


‘He shouldn’t have taken on those posh twats though,’ Kev yells back. ‘D’you see that one in his pink festival trousers?’


‘Cunt.’


‘Aye.’


‘Shut it you two,’ Aaron shouts from beside her. He doesn’t say much but when he does it’s usually an order, and it’s usually obeyed, for a couple of minutes at least.


Riding the potato harvester with someone so sullen as Aaron Prowle is giving Shona plenty of time to think. Especially now her hands have got into the rhythm of it and her eyes have adjusted to the searing light of the sun on the metal edges of the runner that spits the potatoes at her. It becomes mechanical after a while, an automatic glance for weeds or roots, a grab at what shouldn’t be there, the quick flick of a wrist to throw out whatever is unwanted, and then on. Now and then Aaron gives her a sideways glance, when he thinks she’s too engrossed to notice, like he’s checking up on her but not wanting her to know it.


She never knew Aaron much at school – he wouldn’t have been seen dead mixing with younger kids, didn’t even acknowledge his own brother – but Lee used to boast about him, go on about how he worked for Ricky Barr, how he got that motorbike he drives around on. Rachel used to feel sorry for Lee, when he started going on like that, but not Shona – not then and not now. She wasn’t even surprised when she heard he’d attacked Pamali in the Spar, or that Andy had tagged along with him like a puppy dog; the two of them had been looking for trouble all year. The surprise was they’d both been let off with community service. Bobby Helmsteading had led them astray, that was their defence, and there was some mess-up by the police, a lack of responsible adults present. Now that she can believe – there’s a shortage of responsible adults in this place. Maybe that’s why she can’t make up her mind about where to turn. She’d have told Rachel, if she could. But Rachel is dead and she’s on her own, at least until she gets something she can write a proper article about and the paper finally puts her on the payroll.


A voice from beside her: ‘The girl, though. I’d do her.’


When Kev is like this it makes Shona feel more unwelcome than all the rough talk of all the shitty boys this side of Crackenbridge. She wishes she hadn’t signed up for this, thinks about walking away – they’re not on contracts so Ricky Barr can’t make her stay, none of them can. The decision to keep hanging round with them is hers, and where is she getting with all this? No exposé in sight, just her own guilt and a feeling of something dangerous beyond her grasp. She still can’t shake the unease of how Kev had treated Pauly, how they all had – not that she’d realised at the time how often she’d think about it afterwards, wishing things had played out differently. Then there’s the sharp chill she gets when Kev calls his sister Penny-Ann a dyke or joins in a fight down the pub, no hesitation, kicks, punches, barges his way into the middle of it all, and the spite that comes out his mouth sometimes; could it really all be an act? But then he turns, looks at her with that grin and she remembers, like she always does, the gang of them: her and Rachel, Kev and Pauly, Andy and Lee, the six of them when they were just kids, before everything got so fucked up.


They had a party once round at Rachel’s, before her mam got sick; it was her thirteenth birthday and her mam had let them have cans of Diamond White and Tennent’s, which they all thought was pretty cool. Out in the garden she’d made a bonfire and they had sticks with marshmallows on to roast, and they’d been having a really good time out there for a while, before the boys had started flicking the roasted marshmallows at the windows where they splodged and stuck. Trust Lee to ruin a good night, even then.


Eventually Rachel’s mam had said it was late and the party was over, which was probably less about the marshmallows and more about finding Shona and Rachel smoking behind the shed – Shona could tell Rachel would be in for a bollocking after they left – but they all filed out and said thanks and happy birthday and that. She supposed now they were all a bit ashamed of ruining it. But as they were leaving Lee made some excuse to go back inside and when he met them out on the street it was obvious he had something stashed in his jacket. ‘What’ve you done?’ Shona said, and they were all thinking he’d nicked a bottle of vodka or something, but then he pulled it out with a flourish and it was weird because it was just this glass vase thing that Rachel had asked them all to be careful of, because it was her mam’s favourite. God only knew what he wanted with it. He was like, let’s chuck it, and no one knew what to say, but then he hurled it up into a tree and it lodged there, between the branches.


After a while wandering the streets Kev said he was headed home, and even today Shona’s not sure what it was that made her do it, but she waited till he was far enough on that he wouldn’t notice and then she followed him. He looped round back to Rachel’s house and went straight to the tree where Lee had chucked the vase and started to climb. He was a good climber, Kev, strong enough to pull himself up to that first branch, confident enough that he didn’t have a fear of falling to get in his way. He got the vase, got back down, and only then did he see Shona watching him. She could see him thinking about how to explain; she even wondered if he was about to throw the vase away again, but then he looked straight at her and said, ‘I’m giving it back.’


He did, too. Didn’t land Lee in it or say anything very much when Rachel’s mam opened the door, just passed it to her and said sorry and walked off with his hands in his pockets and Shona kept following him till he turned and said, ‘What?’


She could feel herself making a choice in that moment: to carry on the act or push through it to something else; acknowledge what she now knew about him. It was the sudden softness in the way he didn’t quite smile, perhaps, something almost goofy, verging on embarrassed, but at the same time he wasn’t denying what had happened, wasn’t making excuses or pushing her away or being a dick about it.


‘I see you, Kevin Taylor,’ she’d said quietly, moving closer to him, till her body was touching his and she saw a flush spread up his neck. He could’ve put his hands round her waist if he wanted to, kissed her – that was what she’d wanted – but he didn’t.


‘You talk tough all you like to them others,’ she’d said. ‘But you can’t fool me.’


There’s a cruel edge to his laugh now though; whatever it was Lee just said, it must have been spiteful or sexist. It’s the kind of laugh that tells Shona she’d have hated the comment that sparked it, so she bites her tongue, focuses on the potatoes, grabs some twisted roots, a bit of…what the fuck is that? It’s white, smooth. Different to anything else that’s been lifted from the ground. Potatoes are speeding past on the conveyor belt along with weeds and dirt but she can’t stop staring at what she’s got in her hand. It’s warm, it’s…it’s a bit of bone, that’s what it is, about six centimetres long, thicker than a feather’s spine.


‘The fuck?’ she says.


Aaron just glances at her, his hands keep moving.


‘Chuck it,’ he says.


‘But it’s—’


‘From a dead bird or something, chuck it.’


The potatoes keep coming, weeds and stalks and all, but she’s got the bone in her palm, held there by some force she doesn’t understand, tight against her skin.


‘It’s not from a bird.’


‘Christ, a fox then. Chuck it away!’


But Shona’s doing no such thing.


She stuffs it into her jeans pocket, where it settles in, pressing through the fabric right into her thigh, and there’s a heat to it that makes her think maybe it’s worth her while being here after all.




MAKING THINGS RIGHT


The blood is everywhere. There’s no shelter here in the clearing; the sun feels low and angry, stretching shadows from the trees against their will, sinking down to brand the clearing itself with searing light. The past few weeks have left the soil dry and parched – it’s gulping in every drop of the blood that’s collecting on the outer rim of the stone until it has momentum enough to fall. Georgie wishes there were something to hold, to steady herself. She’s got that rising nausea again, the prickling of sweat on her forehead. The last time she was out here was to find old Walt Mackie, after he’d disappeared from home, scared Trish half to death – though she’d tried to hide it, of course. DC Trish Mackie doesn’t like anyone to see her softer side, especially not when it comes to her Uncle Walt. But Georgie had known there was something wrong about the place then, too. The way Walt had been lying out on the stone like a willing sacrifice – that stone right here, where the blood’s collected. Said he was waiting for his ancestors to come and save him.


She pulls out the bottle of water she’s taken to carrying everywhere with her, tips her head back and gulps. The ice has melted but it’s still cool, thank God. Folk round here aren’t used to this heat, but Georgie’s got some tricks to beat it. The clearing is maybe twenty metres across; beyond that are the parallel trunks of silver birch and swathes of wild garlic, woodland that shimmers with life this time of year and echoes with tall, frozen shadows in the winter. In the spring there were snowdrops here, late snowdrops – and mud and rain and the deep groan of a sky ready to burst. Now it’s thirst and matted feathers and grass up to her shins, vivid red blood filling the circles within circles etched into the stone slab that make up the ancient carving of the cup and ring, and a bee buzzing around her hair. She shakes her head, swipes at it, takes a step forward.


The stone itself lies flat on the ground, rectangular and heavy, like a low altar, bang in the middle of the clearing where there are no other features at all. The blood is fresh. The slaughter happened recently, in the morning light. They were arrogant, the people who did this. No fear of being seen.


‘My God,’ says Simon, arriving behind her and keeping a step back.


‘Si,’ Georgie says, glad he’s arrived. He’s a good PC, and one of the few people she still trusts around here. The sight of more blood can’t be easy on him though, so soon; not that he talks much about what he’s been through. He’s been working harder than ever. She put him on liaison with the city’s investigation into the drug-supply networks in the area, though she’s not convinced their approach is going to help. Every time they arrest one group in Crackenbridge another has taken their place within hours. Heroin- and methadone-misuse deaths are spiking all along the coast but there’s no money for harm reduction, for treatment services. Besides, there’s something desperate happening to a place when you’re faced with a scene like this.


The horse is lying across one half of the stone slab, its throat severed but its head still attached. Not for want of trying, by the looks of it. The knife got stuck; it’s still there, hanging out of the poor creature’s throat, the handle soaked with blood. It looks like an ordinary carving knife – no wonder they couldn’t cut through. Above, the horse’s face is intact. Its eyes are open, dark and unnervingly human. Beneath the jagged wound, its black fur is matted. Georgie can imagine the blood spurting from its throat as someone hacked at the poor creature. It must have been drugged, surely. In a circle around the stone – about a metre in diameter – are the sinewy carcasses of six dead gulls and their white feathers, plucked. Neither Georgie nor Simon have stepped into the circle.


‘This is disgusting,’ Simon says.


Georgie swallows, tries to block out the smell but it’s hanging heavy in the air. Flies are starting to crawl on the carcass.


‘But is it…’


‘What, Si?’


‘Is it an actual crime scene? I mean—’


‘We need to know who owned this horse.’


It’s not human, of course, but it is a killing – that’s what Georgie knows – and someone had to be sick to do it.


‘So we could be looking into poaching? I mean, that’d be the charge?’


Georgie chews the inside of her mouth. The feathers remind her of something, though she can’t place what it is.


‘But what if the owners did this?’


Georgie frowns.


‘Or…could it be wild?’


‘I’ve not seen any wild horses round here.’


Simon exhales and pushes his hair back from his forehead – he’s sweating too. This bloody heat, it’s not normal.


‘So what should we do?’


‘Find the owner, Si. Top priority. And…and call the RSPCA,’ says Georgie. Her accent is strong this morning, the faded North Carolina lilt of it. ‘I’ll tell Cal to get the forensics team down here. We need to check that knife for prints and get the blood tested, just to make sure.’


‘Make sure of what?’


‘That it all came from that poor creature and not…’ She feels Simon tense up behind her, the way the air changes, the mood, so she lets her voice trail off. Sends that text to Cal. ‘A horse this size, and it wouldn’t have lain down willingly, I shouldn’t think. So did they drug it?’


‘They?’


‘Must have been more than one guy at any rate. They had to get it here. Sedate it. Her, I mean. She’s a mare. And they had to get close enough to cut her throat.’


Georgie’s phone vibrates, and she checks the message.


‘That’s Cal on his way?’


Georgie nods. ‘This was where I found Walt, last time he went a wander.’


‘Isn’t he on his trial week just now, at the care home?’


‘That’s what Trish said.’


Simon glances at her.


‘Want me to check in on him?’


‘Yeah. Ask him about…ask him if he’s seen anything like this before.’


It’s not just the heat, not just the smell, it’s the stillness of it – the air is hanging over them, thick and bloated. She looks down at her feet, at the yellowing grass and parched soil, imagines looking deeper; are there more stones under there? Fergus has started talking about an ancient henge buried somewhere beneath the ground.


‘There’s, er…’


‘What is it, Si?’


He lowers his voice, though Suze is over by the birches setting up a cordon round the clearing and there’s no one else within earshot. It was Suze that called it in. She was out here for her morning run.


‘There’s something else I’ve been wanting to…’


Georgie feels something creeping subtly round her neck, like a nail filed to a point being scratched on her skin so faintly it’s hardly there at all.


‘…I think Alexis might have been on to something.’ He pauses, breathes out. This is hard for him; she can see that. ‘More than what happened to Dawn, I mean. The way he was being targeted, the way he was questioning Elise—’


‘Si—’


‘The way he was being so secretive, even from me.’


‘The case is closed, Si.’


‘But it’s not over though, is it. Not for you and not for me.’


‘I know it would have felt…different if we’d have been able to arrest Bobby Helmsteading, get a confession – get some closure for you. I’m sorry we didn’t get that. I truly am.’


‘It’s not that.’


She looks at him, doubtful, but he’s pressing on and she can see that she needs to let him. There’s a look on his face she’s getting used to now, though she’d never seen it before the spring, before the murders. It’s something more than determination, something verging on conviction.


‘Remember Pauly and Rachel?’


‘Of course. The suicides last year.’


‘You still sure about that?’


Georgie doesn’t reply.


‘Because I’m not.’ He almost whispers that last bit. ‘When they were found, there was animal blood as well, wasn’t there?’


‘In their stomachs, Si. They’d ingested it.’


‘But it’s a link. Isn’t it?’


It is a link, and a lot of things are starting to feel linked to Georgie, in this place, but she knows better than to go saying that out loud.


‘That case is closed too, Si.’


He swallows, looks over his shoulder, then back again in the direction of the cup and ring, the horse’s legs, bent and collapsed under its body. Her body. The unnatural angle of the way her head is hanging there, the glistening red inside her throat. It’s not the horse he’s staring at though. She can see his eyes moving back and forth, as though watching a person pacing in front of him.


‘I want to make things right,’ he says, eventually.


‘Then help me with this,’ she says. ‘This is what we have to deal with right now. Find the owner of this horse.’ She lowers her voice. ‘And a fresh case could be our best chance of finding out what’s really going on.’




MEANWHILE, IN THE CITY


DS Frazer and DC McConnell are standing outside North Hill View nursing home, waiting with increasing impatience. They’ve rung the bell twice already, because the place has a security entrance system, but no one seems to be in the spacious and remarkably floral reception. They can see in easily enough – the secured front doors are generously proportioned and made of thick triple glazing – inside the walls are white and the pictures are of flower arrangements and there is a large bouquet on the reception desk, where the lack of receptionist is particularly noticeable.


It is far and away the nicest-looking care home Frazer has ever seen. Not at all like the one his wife’s mum is in, which has worn old carpets and a smell of cooked vegetables, though to be fair there is always someone on reception there and he’s never had to wait to be let in. The thought makes him shift on his feet and he feels his hands twist with the familiar need to hear his wife’s voice, but instead he rings the buzzer again, this time leaning his thumb on the button for longer than would be polite.


Behind them, there are works being done along one side of the road, insistent drilling, men in bright orange fluorescent jackets, temporary traffic lights in place and a queue of restless cars blaring their horns. Someone’s got their window down, the grating beat of rap barging its way out into the street. A siren wails in the distance. There’s a child throwing a tantrum round the corner. The waft of cigarettes as a huddle of students walk by, their conversation all laughter and swear words and snatches of something that happened last night that they probably wouldn’t be talking about if Frazer and McConnell hadn’t been plain clothes. Someone has seen them, though. Someone’s emerged from the double doors that lead into the depths of the building, and Frazer knocks on the glass with his knuckles just to make doubly sure. The woman nods as she steps behind reception and prepares to talk to them through the intercom.


‘Fuck’s sake,’ mumbles McConnell. ‘This place is more secure than the station.’


Frazer doesn’t reply. Just clears his throat.


‘DS Daniel Frazer and DC Jess McConnell,’ he says, leaning close to the microphone bit of the intercom. ‘You called us.’


She doesn’t reply, but does finally buzz them in. The noise of the roadworks vanishes in an instant, replaced by the suffocating smell of potpourri as the door swings shut behind them and locks automatically. They walk to the desk, hold up their IDs. Beside him, McConnell smiles as though she finds the atmosphere soothing, welcoming even. He doesn’t. The smell has intensified the headache he’s had for the past two months – since getting back from that godawful case on the coast. It’d help if he didn’t keep thinking about it. It’s not like anyone cares about Burrowhead here, so why his mind keeps pulling him back there he has no idea. He even thought about calling Trish Mackie once. She’s a spiky one. There’s something about her he’d like to understand a bit better. Not out there though; he’s not going back out there.


The receptionist is wearing smart maroon trousers and heels. Her hair is silver-blonde, gold threads over grey. She clocks their badges, leans forward slightly over the desk and thanks them for coming.


‘I was the one who called,’ she says. ‘I wasn’t sure if I should but, well, I’m glad you didn’t just laugh it off this time. I know it might be a false alarm, what with her dementia and everything…’


Frazer raises his eyebrows. He doesn’t believe he has ever laughed anything off.


‘It was the way she kept describing that place…’


God but his head is suddenly pounding.


‘I know it well myself, but to Betty it’s so vivid, you know what I mean? And I’m not someone who’d normally…’ Her voice trails off for a second and she looks like she’s trying to decide something. ‘Have you ever been out there? To Burrowhead?’


Just the name of the village is enough to make Frazer’s shoulders tighten, his spine start to itch. He doesn’t reply though. Please God, he thinks, don’t let this be about Burrowhead.


She’s still waiting, the receptionist, until he shakes his head in what he tells himself isn’t a lie, just a way of saying he doesn’t want to talk about it, doesn’t want to think about it.


‘Well,’ she says. ‘Not many have, I suppose. But that’s what made me—’


‘Will we be able to interview her today?’ Frazer says. It comes out more abruptly than he means it to, but suddenly he can hardly breathe. He needs to get this interview done and get out of here.


He pushes his fingers against the bridge of his nose, then glances back up at the receptionist. She looks almost hurt.


‘I…’ He clears his throat. ‘Apologies, Ma’am, but her first-hand account would be—’


‘Of course.’


When she purses her lips they almost disappear entirely.


She pushes the chair back from her desk without elaborating and leads them through the locked internal doors and into a corridor that most certainly does not smell of potpourri. It’s just a front then, being so different on the outside. He can hear a desperate sort of wailing coming from one of the rooms. Growing old seems to be a crappy experience however much money you have to throw at the process.


‘That’s just bath time,’ the receptionist says, as though that should make some kind of sense. ‘But don’t worry, Betty Marshall is as calm as they come, most of the time.’ She’s talking to McConnell now, not him, Frazer notices. ‘Like I say, normally we might not have taken her story too seriously, but she was so adamant and I thought, seeing as how I know the village and—’


‘It’s always best to call us,’ McConnell says with a reassuring smile. Maybe it’s because she’s older than the rest of the team, maybe it’s something to do with the gentle, familiar sort of face she has, but McConnell seems to put people at ease in a way Frazer has never managed. One glance at him and everyone seems to get defensive. It wears him down, some days. Other days it spurs him on.


‘Here we are,’ says the receptionist. ‘Shall I leave you to it?’


‘Please.’


‘Call if you need anything. Tea and sandwiches are at twelve.’


Once the door is shut and McConnell has introduced them again – DS Daniel Frazer and DC Jess McConnell – Frazer can get a proper look at the old lady sitting, straight-backed and smartly dressed, in front of him. She doesn’t look as though she belongs in here. Her hair is freshly washed and dried, grey but bobbed neatly under her chin. Her eyes are bright, searching. Her shirt is done up to the top button, blue-and-white striped, vaguely nautical, and her navy trousers beneath end in the only sign that she is in a care home rather than at a business meeting – red fluffy slippers. She clears her throat.


‘It’s about time you showed up,’ she says, looking them up and down, clearly finding them wanting. ‘No one else round here believes me, but I knew I could trust Debs. I need to report a murder.’




TRUSTING TIME, PART ONE


Trish Mackie had arrived at the police station first thing. She likes to be the one to open up, likes a few minutes to think through her day before Georgie and Simon arrive. She’s got big plans, Trish, and choosing to work in Burrowhead doesn’t make them any the less important. This is her home and it’s in a mess and if she doesn’t fix it then who will? Pamali washing the graffiti off her shop window every morning isn’t going to do it. Mind you, the station’s in an even worse state than the rest of the village: paint peeling off, rusty smears running down from the guttering, and the inside looks like it got stuck in small-town England in the 1970s, with a smell to match.


Trish has suggested plenty of local guys who could paint the place up – mates’ rates they’d give her too – but Georgie keeps making excuses not to call them. After Andy made his mistake, standing by while Lee Prowle attacked the Spar, Georgie is being very cautious about who she lets near the station. Trish could say she’s seeming a bit paranoid. So they’re stuck here, in a grimy old building with ancient buzzing fluorescent lights in the ceiling and windows that won’t open in this unbelievable heat, and her DI’s doing nothing about it, despite the fact Trish can see her looking at the building every day with something verging on revulsion.


It’s heading for lunchtime now though and she’s still the only one here, and that is weird. Something’s going on and she’s not been called. Makes her itchy. She walks through the building, flicking all the lights on and off, checking every room: reception, kitchen, two offices, interview room opposite, cell at the back. The old broom cupboard. It’s the cleanest room in the station since Andy did his work on it. He’s turning things around, that kid. There’s a good heart in him, like many of the folk around here – she can see that. If the world would just give them a chance, ’stead of crushing them down more every year. Shop closures, bank closures, library’s gone, even the GPs in Warphill is being shut and what are folk to do who can’t travel up to Crackenbridge, who need help? It’s a bloody disgrace. No cinema, nowhere for the kids to go, nothing for folk to do. That big Kaltonn has put the last of the local newsagents out of business. Warphill is an angry shell of a place now; how Pamali manages to hang on at the Spar in Burrowhead Trish doesn’t know. Bit of investment, that’s what’s needed, community services, incentives for local business, a grant to do up the fountain, get some tourists back. And one other thing: she needs to get Ricky fucking Barr out of Burrowhead and locked up once and for all.


Trish storms back down the corridor having proved that all the lights are at least working, and all the rooms are indeed empty, before turning back to her computer and hammering restlessly at the keys as she checks her email. There is no new email. The sun is bright, its light only dappled by the dirt on the windows. Georgie wants her on The Queen’s Head in Warphill. They’ve been serving adolescents apparently – well, presumably. They always used to. Trish drank in there herself as a teenager. They all did. She’ll give the staff a slap on the wrist but they’re not going to stop and she reckons the pub’s a safer place for the kids to be than the alternatives. She found a hypodermic needle up on the cliffs the other day and it’s not the first time.


She was out walking with Suze and when they saw it Trish became so aware of the sun’s heat on the back of her head she felt like it was burning. They’re meeting up tonight as well. It’s good, working with Suze. She’s easier to get on with than Georgie, and she wants to make a difference. Plus she’s a PC, so Trish gets to give the orders instead of following them. Just a drink later though, and that’s the other reason Trish made sure she was in first thing: means she’s got a perfectly valid reason for leaving early, should anyone ask.


Not that she’s got anything to hide. Trish has nothing to hide whatsoever.


Her phone vibrates. Finally, a bloody text message. That’ll be Georgie, telling her where they all are, what the hell is going on. But no, it’s Suze. Again.


Just checking we’re still on for tonight?


Good grief, woman, Trish types. I said yes already.


Maybe that was a bit harsh.


She follows up with a second text message: a smiley face.


Trish is smiley. Course she is. It’s just she’s surrounded by people who are neither as fast nor as smart as her, and no one seems to appreciate just how capable she is, and frankly it gets bloody frustrating.




TRUSTING TIME, PART TWO


As Georgie walks down the dim hallway to her office she can hear Trish pummelling away on her keyboard. Trish seemed to take it as some kind of punishment when Georgie suggested she could look into a transfer to Crackenbridge, but with every month that goes by Georgie is more afraid of closure and making sure Trish had a firm footing in a bigger station seemed like the best way to secure her a future. She didn’t say that though. She doesn’t want them to worry, not Trish and not Si.


‘Morning, Trish,’ she says, standing at the door.


‘Ma’am.’


Trish has become more formal with her recently. It’s been a month since she last called her Georgie instead of Ma’am; a month since Andy and Lee got their community service and Georgie was as angry as Trish was relieved. Now, it’s like the pair of them are holding each other at arm’s length and Georgie’s not sure which of them is keeping it that way. Pamali thinks she’s being too hard on her; that Trish is dealing with things the best way she knows how. Georgie’s starting to think Pami is too kind to the world.


‘Has something happened?’


She’s a local through and through, DC Trish Mackie, just like her Uncle Walt. Is that all it is? Is it just that she loves these villages, this place Georgie suspects of something she can’t even name?


‘Give me a few minutes, Trish. When Simon gets here we’ll fill you in.’


Georgie backs away and walks the four paces to her own office. How can there be a chill in here with that heat outside? They used to have coffee together of a morning, a couple of chocolate digestives, but now they’ve all taken to bringing in their own flasks – coffee’s better that way at least. Still, Georgie’s never felt so isolated, so much like an outsider as she has this year. Fergus could change that, she wishes he would, but he’s too preoccupied with his amateur archaeological society and bringing in minimum wage to notice. Meanwhile she’s got some kind of wet rot infestation in the interview room and a smell coming from the cell at the back that no amount of mopping seems to shift.


She asked Simon the other day if he could smell it too and he looked at her like she was going mad. He did his best to check it out, though, walked into the room and gave a few sniffs. He’s been doing the same thing every morning this week, like he’s checking it for her. Maybe it’s the smell of Andy Barr’s racism and Lee Prowle’s spite and the villagers’ fear of everything beyond themselves that has made its way into the station for Georgie alone to recognise. Trish tells her weekly how well Andy’s doing, and Georgie can’t shake the irritation that flares up in her every time. So much easier to forgive racism if you know it’ll never be directed against you.


‘That’s him now,’ Trish says, making her jump.


‘What, Andy?’ Georgie snaps.


‘No, of course not.’ Trish looks genuinely confused, almost hurt. ‘Simon’s back. I thought you were going to fill me in. I thought… Sorry, Ma’am.’


‘No, no. My fault, Trish.’


God but Georgie wants to shake this feeling, wants to be able to laugh, share a moment of friendship.


‘Let’s get us all on the same page, shall we?’


If only she could.




TRUSTING TIME, PART THREE


Standing in the cell at the back of the station, Simon can smell something – though it’s not the damp rotting fungus that Georgie has described to him. He’s drawn here every morning, every time he walks into the station; it’s why he’s standing in the cell right now, even though Georgie has already called him into her office. Two minutes, he’d called back, hoping neither Georgie nor Trish would step out into the hall to see what he’s doing. The smell in here, it reminds him of the salt water pooling on the cave’s floor, of Dawn’s hair when she’d hugged him and given him a way to move forward. Standing here for a few seconds, with that smell, he remembers what she told him: Alexis saved her life.


Simon loves him for that; loves him for who he was and for what he did. Christ, he thinks it’s easier to love Alexis unconditionally now he’s dead. He’s so far from being over him that he feels more committed to him than ever. Trish asked him a few weeks back if he was seeing anyone new and he’d glared at her like she was something evil before he caught himself and shook his head and mumbled about not being ready.


‘Si, you okay?’


Georgie has followed him out here, of course. She seems to be checking up on him all the time these days.


‘I’ve asked around about the horse, just to get a preliminary sense – checked with the villagers I know who ride – but no one recognises it from the description so I’ll start making calls now.’


‘Good,’ Georgie nods. ‘Thanks.’


‘And I went by the care home too,’ he says. ‘To see if I could pop in for a chat, but they said he wasn’t up for visitors this morning. I figured it could wait till the afternoon.’


‘What?’ Trish says, making Simon jump. ‘What care home? What’s going on?’


She’s standing behind them in the hall.


‘Trish.’ Georgie turns, her movements as slow as that cautious southern twang of hers. ‘Now we’re all together.’


‘What’s happened?’


Beside him, Georgie takes a deep breath, lets it out slowly before speaking.


‘We’ve got an animal killing to investigate.’


‘Animal?’


Georgie pauses and Trish looks so desperate for information Simon can’t help but fill the gap.


‘Someone’s slaughtered a horse,’ he says, ‘and left the body out in Mungrid Woods. A black mare.’


Trish’s mouth falls open, just a fraction, but Simon sees it.


‘Jesus, that’s… Where in the woods?’


‘By the stone with the cup and ring,’ Georgie says.


‘You mean exactly where we found Uncle Walt after he disappeared?’


Georgie nods. ‘That’s why I asked Simon to go visit him in the care home, see if he can shed some light on what they might’ve been up to. It looks like a…’


‘Like some kind of ritual.’ Simon finishes her sentence, which he wouldn’t normally do, but it had seemed for a minute there like Georgie couldn’t bring herself to say it.


‘I’ll talk to him,’ snaps Trish.


Simon can sense Georgie’s posture changing beside him.


‘I need you on the pub—’


‘But he’s my uncle.’


‘Precisely.’


Trish opens her mouth to argue, then presumably thinks better of it, thank God.


‘I’ll be gentle with him,’ Si says.


‘Well, aye.’ Trish’s voice is softer now. ‘He’s uppity in that care home – doesn’t think he needs to be there. But what if he goes another wander and no one can find him? He could have died out there in Mungrid—’


‘Trish?’ says Si. ‘It’s okay. I’ll be gentle with him, I promise.’


‘It’s fine.’ She turns, heads for the office, leaving Simon and Georgie standing outside the cell, leaving Simon to carry on worrying about her. Though, truth is, Simon’s got something else on his mind.


Two months ago, coming home from Alexis’s funeral, seeing the ‘Sorry we missed you’ card the postman had put through the door still sitting on the hall table. It had been on the floor when he’d got home from the pub that awful Monday night, Alexis’s last. He’d thrown it onto the table and there it had stayed, every day for nearly two weeks. Box ticked: signature required.


Then after the funeral, needing to get out the house, to do something, he’d picked up the card and walked to the bus stop through the bitter wind, collected the package from the depot in Crackenbridge and recognised the writing on the envelope immediately: Alexis’s own. He’d sent him a package.


‘This afternoon then, Si.’


‘What?’


It’s Georgie; he’s in the police station, at work, on duty, still standing in the hall.


‘Interview Walt Mackie?’


‘Of course, I’m on it.’


Simon swallows, strides to the office to make the call. The care home staff don’t try to put him off again – he’s welcome any time after two. Head in hands, just for a second. There’d been other things written by Alexis as well, in that package, things that gave him that familiar kick to the chest, left him nauseous and struggling for breath.


You have been the best part of my life.


That was the good bit. The bit that reminded him how much they’d loved each other, their walks along the cliffs, days outside sketching, plans for a future together.


Forgive me.


There had been no need to ask; Alexis was forgiven, of course he was, and he was missed. It was Simon who needed to be forgiven now.


But there is something very wrong in these villages.


‘Si?’


It’s Georgie again. She has this way of telling when you’re somewhere else, and he wishes she hadn’t. He’s heard folk round here call her sensitive, though that could be a euphemism.


‘You know…’ She pulls up a chair. ‘If there’s anything you need to talk about…’


He shakes his head – he can’t get it all to fit, that’s the problem. Alexis hadn’t pieced it together, or if he had, he hadn’t explained. All Simon has to go on are the tapes in the package, each one labelled with a name: Dawn Helmsteading, Elise Robertson, Natalie Prowle.


Don’t trust anyone from Burrowhead.


‘Honestly, I need to be working. Things are…’


Don’t trust anyone from Warphill.


‘Things are getting better. I promise. You don’t have to worry about me.’


Don’t trust the police.


And there it was. The reason Alexis hadn’t trusted him, at least not until he was afraid for his life. The reason Simon can’t talk to Trish, or Suze, no matter how often they offer. The reason he can’t trust Georgie.




CHANGELING


As Betty Marshall talks, as DS Frazer and DC Jess McConnell listen, her face seems to veer between that of an exhausted old woman and an elegant, self-assured seventy-year-old, though she must be in her eighties at least. She sits very straight in her chair – so straight and still, in fact, it’s unclear whether she’s able to leave it – and the only parts of her body that move as she tells her story are her face and her right hand, continually moving between the rings that decorate every finger up to the knuckles of her left. There’s a slight droop to her left eye and mouth, and Frazer wonders if she once had a stroke.


‘I was known as quite the party animal, let me tell you,’ she said. ‘So you can put that doubtful expression away. Yes, I mean you.’


She nods accusingly at Frazer.


‘This is just my face, Mrs Marshall.’


As he speaks, he catches McConnell suppressing a smile.


‘It’s Ms.’


‘My apologies.’


‘This late after the event, though,’ McConnell says, more gently than Frazer thinks Ms Marshall would like. ‘It’s not only going to be hard to prove anything, but there’s the question of why you didn’t report it before, immediately after you saw it happening.’


‘I was afraid.’


‘The next morning then.’


‘Are you not listening? I told you, no one would have believed me. I tried, I told the staff at the hotel, but no one wanted to know. Besides, they had some story that Abigail had given her notice, left the night before.’


‘And you believed them?’


A ripple of doubt creases her forehead, and she is an old woman again, and Frazer feels a pang of sympathy more intense than he can explain.


‘Can you talk us through it again, Ms Marshall? Stick to specific memories, if you can. I know it was a long time ago but don’t fill in the blanks – just tell us what you saw.’


‘I don’t fill in blanks,’ she says, but her hand has fluttered up to the navy silk scarf at her neck. ‘We were all there, all of us girls. It was our midsummer bash and it’d been a long season and it was so hot and out there on the coast… We were young. It was the Sixties. I wouldn’t expect you to understand.’


Frazer has no idea why people are always assuming he’s never had fun in his life, but he thinks it’s unfair. For a second he wonders if there’s some malice behind her story. But directed against whom?


‘So that’s why no one would have believed me. That’s why I hardly believed me. I wanted it to be a hallucination; I could wake up from it then, get on with my life. Only there comes a time when you can’t live with a decision like that. Debs understands. You should talk to her too.’


‘Who?’


‘The receptionist,’ McConnell says under her breath.


Frazer shakes his head, just slightly. ‘Start earlier, before that night, if you can. Start with what you know for sure.’


‘Without filling in any blanks?’


For a fleeting second, her sarcasm reminds him of DC Trish Mackie back in Burrowhead, but he shakes it off. Maybe everyone who spends time out in the villages ends up with a streak of it.


‘Yes please.’


‘Well, it was more than just a summer job for me. It was the first time I’d left home, the first time I was earning enough to make me feel independent. It’s a good feeling, at eighteen. The work wasn’t so bad either, cleaning the rooms, early starts, but the girls were good company and I liked looking in all the rooms, imagining how the guests lived. It was an expensive hotel, Wyndham Manor. Is it still there?’


McConnell shrugs and looks at Frazer.


‘I’ve not heard of it, Ma’am. But we’ll be looking into it after this.’


‘I’d like to know if it’s still standing. It was away from any towns, any villages – ten miles from Burrowhead, and that was the nearest.’


Frazer clenches his teeth.


‘The seclusion was part of the appeal, of course. The gardens stretched for acres. They were landscaped near the manor then they spread out into wild flowers and mixed woodland you could wind through for hours. There was a shallow stream at the edge of the property with enough pebbles that you could cross to the other side and see back across all the gardens to the manor itself and it was beautiful, it truly was. I started there just before the season, at the end of April, so by midsummer I’d had a couple of months with the girls and we’d got to know each other pretty well. Abby too, though I didn’t know her as well as some of the others. She wasn’t always around because of how she lived so much nearer than any of us, she was a local, you see, and she only worked part-time, but I liked her. She seemed…just like us.


‘That night, the night of the midsummer party in the staff quarters, we were all there, all the girls, the lads from the kitchen, the gardeners – all us summer staff. The permanent staff, they tended to keep to themselves, I don’t remember them being around. They might have disapproved. I had a new miniskirt and it was really modern, bright yellow, I’d got it in a shop called Lady Janine in town after seeing it in a magazine, the first thing I bought with my wages. I wouldn’t have imagined a detail like that now, would I?’


Her eyes search Frazer’s face.


‘Only, I don’t remember much about the party itself. It was busy, and it was hot – the windows were wide open and it was late, but I was sweating, we all were.’


She clears her throat.


‘It wasn’t the first time LSD had been passed round.’ She leans forward, just slightly, lowers her voice as though she’d not want the other old folks to hear. ‘It was—’


‘The Sixties?’ Frazer smiles, but she scowls back, straightens her shoulders. He hadn’t meant it to sound patronising.


‘My point is, there was no reason for me to react badly. I don’t believe that was what happened.’


Frazer sits back in his seat, tries to give her a bit more space, but there’s something so proper about her now, so irreproachable, it’s hard to reconcile her appearance with her story. She pauses when he breaks eye contact. He looks back at her.


‘I’m afraid I don’t remember whose idea it was to go down to the stream to swim. It just got passed through the group, the way things did, and that’s what I remember next, being out in the dark – but it wasn’t fully dark, it was that summer night’s dark where the sky seems more purple than black, you know? The girls were stripping off, jumping into the water, boys too, everyone – soon there were only a few of us left on the bank, and then it was just me, standing there on my own.
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