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Praise for The Burrowhead Mysteries


‘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.’


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 on Sunday


‘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


‘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 layered. 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


‘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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For Brigit




CHARACTERS


THE POLICE




DI Georgie Strachan – in charge of Burrowhead police station


DC Trish Mackie – a local girl through and through


PC Simon Hunter – still reeling from the murder of his boyfriend Alexis Cosse


DS Daniel Frazer – a city officer sent to investigate the Abigail Moss disappearance


Dr Cal Dover – head of the forensics lab in Crackenbridge


PC Susan White, aka Suze – a PC from the larger station in Crackenbridge


Jacob Prowle (deceased) – ran Burrowhead police station before Georgie’s time





THE OUTSIDERS




Pamali Patel – Georgie’s best friend, who runs the Spar


Fergus Strachan – Georgie’s husband, who likes to consider himself a local


Orlando Joyce – a rich student from the city


Julie Alperstein – from the city too, working on Ricky Barr’s farm for the summer


Deborah-Jane Barr – Ricky Barr’s estranged sister, recently returned to Burrowhead


Betty Marshall – an old lady who lives in a care home in the city


Pauly and Rachel (deceased) – technically local kids, died in a presumed suicide pact


Sonny Riley (deceased) – a little boy fostered by Nora and Jacob Prowle, found buried in Ricky Barr’s field


Dr Alexis Cosse (deceased) – Simon Hunter’s boyfriend, murdered by Bobby Helmsteading


Abigail Moss – no one knows who she is





THE LOCALS




Shona Jones – a local girl, writes for the local press


Kevin Taylor – Shona’s boyfriend, got a bit of an attitude


Andy Barr – awkward kid, been in a fair bit of trouble


Ricky Barr – local farmer, bully, Andy Barr’s father


Natalie Prowle – head of the community council, always keeping an eye


Nora Prowle (deceased) – Natalie’s aunt and Jacob Prowle’s wife


Lee Prowle – Natalie’s younger son


Aaron Prowle – Natalie’s older son


A little girl in tattered clothes (?) – only Georgie can see her


Walt Mackie (deceased) – Trish Mackie’s great-uncle, raised her as his own


Amanda Mackie (deceased) – Trish Mackie’s mam, died when Trish was a girl


Art Robertson (deceased) – friend of Walt Mackie


Elise Robertson – Art Robertson’s daughter, well acquainted with Trish and Suze


Jack Helmsteading (deceased) – friend of Walt Mackie and Art Robertson


Mrs Helmsteading – Jack’s wife, Dawn and Bobby’s mam, currently in prison


Dawn Helmsteading – escaped Burrowhead, current whereabouts unknown


Bobby Helmsteading (deceased) – killed Alexis Cosse, was killed by his mam in return


Penny-Ann Taylor – one of Kevin Taylor’s sisters


Camellia Taylor – Kevin Taylor’s mam


June and Whelan Rogers – a middle-aged couple from Burrowhead who grow roses


Terry from the garage and Ben from the pub – a couple of the younger locals


Bessie Wilkie and Colin Spence – locals from the neighbouring village of Warphill


Mrs Smyth – an old lady, lived in Burrowhead all her life


Mrs Dover – likewise







THEN, AND BEFORE THEN


 


A few days ago


Trish Mackie attended her Uncle Walt’s funeral


 


The week before last


Fergus Strachan moved out of his and Georgie’s house


And during the few days before that


A black mare was ritually sacrificed on the cup-and-ring stone in the woods


Sonny Riley’s bones were discovered in Ricky Barr’s field


      An archaeological dig found Iron Age remains in the motte


 


Nearly six months back


Alexis Cosse was murdered by Bobby Helmsteading


Bobby was killed by his mam because of what he did


      Lee Prowle and Andy Barr attacked Pamali in the Spar


 


Twenty years ago, give or take


Georgie married Fergus Strachan, and they moved to Burrowhead


But before they did


A mass livestock cull was ordered to stop the spread of foot-and-mouth


Dawn Helmsteading was almost sacrificed on a stone altar on the cliffs


      Trish’s mam disappeared and was presumed drowned at sea


 


Forty years ago, heading for thirty


Deborah-Jane Barr witnessed Jacob and Nora Prowle murder Sonny Riley


The first cases of the mad cow disease crisis were reported


      Ricky Barr’s dog was sacrificed by a threefold death in the woods


 


Sixty years ago, still in living memory


Mosley’s right-wing rallies prompted race riots across the country


The Beatles released their first single, Love Me Do


      Betty Marshall saw Abigail Moss on a stone altar in the woods


 


250 years ago


The old minister murdered his slave as the villagers watched on


The villagers hung the old minister from his cherry tree


      The old church was abandoned to ruin


 


2,000 years ago, in the Iron Age, things getting hazy now


Crops failed and the villagers starved


A young girl refused to name the father of her child


      A whole family was sacrificed and buried in the motte


 


Around 5,000 years ago, sometime in the Neolithic


Now we don’t really know how, and we certainly don’t know why, but a circle of standing stones was positioned within a wide circular ditch, banked around its outer edge. This created a stone henge that would later be lost; and began the story of a village that would later be broken.




AIR





LAST YEAR


The corridors of Warphill Academy are a failure of white and blue, the white turned grey and speckled with yellowing lumps of chewing gum and the blue, lower down, scuffed with boot marks and the occasional smear of what looks like it could be blood. These are the halls where Pauly walks, eyes straight ahead, stubborn look on his face, all through lunch ’cause if he keeps moving the teachers and kids alike leave him alone, and the shadows have no way to follow.


He carries with him the smell of stale cigarettes and something older, too, something most of the other kids can’t place. There’s a gang of them in the common room, girls smirking and boys glaring, the door kicked closed soon as someone on the inside sees him passing by. As he pushes through the fire escape to the off-limits car park, the salted smell of midsummer replaces the stale smell of sweat and for a second he imagines himself alone out there, back against the wall, smoking a fag, being still for a minute. Then he spots them out by the brown gate: Lee and Andy, Kev, Shona. He steps back through the fire escape and trudges on.


He doesn’t know why he came in, except that he didn’t know where else to go. Rachel said she needed some time on her own first, and when he’s without Rachel he doesn’t much care where he is anyway. He wants that fag though, so he walks right out the front door and doesn’t care who sees him go, walks straight out of Warphill and makes his own track through the fields, picking blackcurrants from the wild fruit bushes he passes, sitting at the edge of the woods for a smoke. He can feel them now. The scratching on the back of his neck, the hiss of the breeze through leaves. Then he sees a single swift wheeling its way over the trees and heading for the coast.


That’s his way, too.


Time to go.


Rachel is waiting for him, sitting on her mam’s old tartan blanket on the clifftop outside Burrowhead, wearing her long, flowing blue skirt with the embroidered golden flowers. Pauly sits beside her without a word when he arrives, their eyes knowing each other, knowing this moment. Then he opens his rucksack. It’s in there, what he’s made, but that comes later. First, he pulls out a tub of blackcurrants he’s collected through the afternoon.


‘Raspberry,’ he says, starting the game off.


Her face warms to a smile. ‘Gooseberry.’


‘Loganberry.’


He has dimples; they glitter.


‘Strawberry.’


Their words coming faster now.


‘Blackberry.’


‘Not quite.’


‘But close.’


‘Give me one then.’


So he reaches forwards, gently places a blackcurrant into her open mouth, and moves round to sit behind her. She leans her head back against his chest.


‘Blueberry,’ she says slowly, her hands on his legs.


‘Red berry,’ he whispers in her ear.


‘That’s not even a thing.’


‘Is too.’


A brush of his lips against her cheek, the lazy heat of the evening sun. He lights a rollie, passes it to her, lights another for himself.


They’re overlooking the pebble bay that you can only reach by scrambling along the coast at low tide. It’s their place, hidden and sacred, though the fact it’s hidden and sacred to others as well is one of those things they feel lingering over their shoulders but refuse to turn around and see. It’s not where they’re choosing to look. But they are looking for something, Rachel and Pauly, out here on the cliffs at midsummer, with the sea a deep turquoise over the sand bed half a mile out and the rocks glinting golden and pink. Pauly kisses her neck; Rachel scrunches her shoulder up against the tickle then reaches back and pops another blackcurrant into his mouth. He catches her chin, holds her face to his. The flask is beside them now, waiting on the blanket.


‘You sure you want to do this?’ he says.


‘I’ve never been so sure of anything in my life.’


‘Then we do it together.’


‘Always.’


Later, Rachel’s hand strays off the picnic blanket to the grass, feather-like between her fingers. She looks down: swathes of the deepest emerald green, each blade perfect, dancing in the breeze. Her fingertips follow their roots into the ground, through red soil, through pillars of stone to the worlds under the surface as their picnic blanket flutters over the cliffs and down to the glinting rock pools, to snag on barnacles and twist like seaweed. They don’t notice it go.


Rachel is thinking of her mam, the way she died, the way she said goodbye, and she’s flooded with forgiveness. She can hear her now, humming to herself while she prepares fish fingers for tea; she can see her cascade of curly hair, her bare feet. She feels again the way it felt to look across the kitchen and watch her, to hug her mam’s legs as she did the washing-up and know her mam would never tell her to go away. She knows it wasn’t like that for Pauly.


Pauly is saying ‘I love you,’ and it carries across the patchwork fields of green and yellow satin, over the rusted Burrowhead playground and the overgrown lane that passes the Barrs’ farm. It fills the empty fountain at the top of Main Street and water at last glistens the stones. It flees through the old church ruin and abandons itself to the breeze from the coast that carries it up through the purple haze condensing over the sea and away. Away from the footsteps, edging closer. Away from the dragging footsteps and the circle surrounding them on the cliffs.


It is cold, where the shadow falls, but it’s the sound they know first. They’re still lying on the grass, Rachel stroking Pauly’s chest and the mist gathering around them. It is a rasping on the edge of words; a nail faintly scratching their skin. Then the shape elongates above them and they know.


They stand together, Rachel and Pauly, on the clifftop outside Burrowhead.


Rachel feels the warmth of her mam’s hand gently touch her face.


Pauly says ‘I love you,’ as the purple overhead deepens, and their fingers intertwine.


Then salt air is streaming around them and soon their bones shatter through their bodies and what’s left is only the slow hiss of breath through cracked teeth, lingering somewhere beneath the silence.





LAST NIGHT


‘Fuck,’ Andy’s saying over and over but Aaron’s so out of it he’s not even opened his fucking eyes and ‘fuck fuck fuck’ and Andy’s the only one who can see it, the rest of them, they’re away, they’re gone, all but Lee on the floor making that gurgling noise as blood bubbles out his mouth and his leg twitches at the knee with spasms that put Andy in mind of the way a chicken dies. He’s seen them die often enough, his da taught him to kill them when he was a kid. Phone Trish, he thinks, or Pami? 999? Ambulance? Fuck.


Aaron is making this noise like he’s fucking humming or something, like there’s a tune playing in his head, his body swaying with the rain on the roof, with whatever the fuck he thinks he can hear. He’s singing along with this blissful look in his eyes and fuck. Lee’s face is covered with sweat, his skin glistening. The blood’s coming out mixed with spit now, frothy. There’s a pool of it on the brown caravan floor, reflecting the light, glistening like the sweat on his forehead. Beside him, the girls are curled up together. Terry’s slumped against the wall, mouth open, eyes darting back and forth across the window like he’s following a bee desperately trying to find a way out. Andy gets that.


He’s dialling though. 999. Instinct taking over and there’s a noise outside, low and pure, like an owl calling in the constant rain. It’s ringing through the caravan park, screeching up into a siren, and he thinks about running, he didn’t give his name, he’s not even sure what he said – they’re coming though, they’re here, moving him out the way and surrounding Lee on the floor there with tubes and masks and his leg is still twitching, that jerking at the knee like a kick, like he’s vicious even in the way he’s dying. Maybe he’d like that, or maybe he’d rather be alive.


Maybe they’d all rather that.


Sitting on the wet metal steps of the caravan next to the one where Lee’s spewing blood, the sky overhead is deep purple and Andy knows he’s not going to run. The sky is making him dizzy, the rain barely washing the sweat from his face, so he forces his gaze down the track and across his da’s field to Burrowhead police station. Bars on the windows. Damp in the walls. They’re bringing Lee out now, strapped to a stretcher, his foot twitching. An oxygen mask over his face. Does that mean he’s still alive? Fuck.


Andy’s not alone.


In that caravan behind him, through the door he’s leaning against as he reaches into his jeans pocket for a fag, he knows Kev’s watching through the rain-streamed window, and Shona’s in there with him. That means they’re all here now, in a way: Shona and Kev, Andy and Lee, Rachel and Pauly. He’s leaning back to get some shelter, cupping his hand and flicking at his light, but he’s no getting a flame. Fucking thing. He gives up, thinks about chucking it into the shadows – he’d a done that, a few months back – but instead he slips it into his pocket, cigarette hanging from his lips unlit and turning soggy in the rain.


Then there’s a shape coming out of the dark. It’s slipping between the caravans and stopping beside him. A wheezing, a rasping in the back of the throat and a match grating against the strike strip and held out towards him, sheltered by hunched shoulders, a cupped hand. Andy turns, leans forward with the cigarette in his mouth and inhales against the light. Through the flickering of the flame his da’s face looks like an old tree trunk, etched rough and ridged, furrowed as an ancient ash. His eyes avoid Andy’s own as he puts the matchbox away in his shirt pocket and wipes the back of his hand against his mouth. They’ve nothing to say to one another, Andy and Ricky Barr. They’re sitting together though, on the steps that lead up to Kev and Shona’s caravan, where Kev and Shona are standing at the window watching them; they’re sitting together as more bodies on stretchers with oxygen masks are loaded into the ambulance, and as the ambulance drives away into the dark red spill of the sunrise.





THIS MORNING


Georgie is conscious of the sound of her shoes, their wet rubber soles squeaking as she follows the nurse down the hospital corridor. Her forehead is damp, either from rain or sweat – she’s given up trying to tell the difference. This weather, so muggy she can feel the weight of the air in her lungs. The last time she was in this hospital, she had Fergus. Her stomach twists at the thought, at the knowledge of what people are saying. In the corner of her eye she glimpses filthy matted hair, feels a tugging on her shirt cuff but this is not happening again; she won’t let it. She keeps her eyes staring straight ahead and folds her arms. You’re sensitive, aren’t you, Georgie? That’s what old Walt Mackie said before he died.


‘Ma’am?’


It’s DS Frazer, he’s here with her. HQ agreed for him to stay, for another week or two at least, to keep following his leads, investigating the Abigail Moss murder – or whatever it was old Betty Marshall witnessed in the woods when she was a girl. Abigail Moss: a name with no records attached to it, a memory from sixty years ago, and a dedication on the bench by the village playground. It’s not much to go on, but it could be the last crime for Burrowhead police before the station is closed for good.


Unless there’s a crime she needs to investigate here too.


‘You talk to those four,’ she says, nodding her head down the corridor to where Aaron Prowle, Penny-Ann Taylor, Terry Dodd and Julie Alperstein are being kept in for observation for a few more hours. Three locals and one student from the city: Julie Alperstein, here to work on Ricky’s farm for the summer. Frazer straightens his shoulders in that formal way he has and heads off. Simon’s on his way to the caravan park, though he sounded groggy when Georgie phoned him first thing, and she knows it’s a bad day for him, was always going to be a bad day. Alexis’s birthday. The first since his death.


Trish is not coming in though. Trish has handed in her notice.


‘Jumping before I’m pushed,’ she’d said, and Georgie had wanted to say that she’d no intention of pushing anyone anywhere, that she’d been trying to help, secure her another posting, but there’d been that tightness in her jaw and she’d paused when she should have spoken and Trish filled the silence with ‘D’you need me to work the notice?’ Georgie only knew she didn’t want anyone staying where they didn’t want to be, and she’s thinking about Fergus again, as she stands at the door to the room just along from intensive care – where Lee Prowle was treated last night, where they saved his life. A monitor is beeping beside the bed and he’s covered in a thin hospital sheet, eyes closed. Except his eyes flick open and he’s staring at her. She’s still holding the door frame. She drops her hands. Returns his stare.


There’s a blade of white light coming in under the closed blind, sharp enough to cut through the clouds, though the rain’s still pelting the glass and the heat in the room is sticky and thick. A week it’s been going, this storm, clinging to the village, refusing to stop once it started; a week of Georgie living alone and wondering if she was going to see Fergus everywhere she went, the cliffs, the Spar, but she saw him nowhere. She phoned but didn’t leave messages. He texted once. It’s like you said, a break. That was all she got. And what could she accuse him of, not speaking to her before he ran away? But he’d tried, he’d tried so many times and she’d been—


‘Lee,’ she says, surprised at the severity in her own voice.


The room looks like the one Pamali was in, less than six months ago. Maybe that’s why Georgie’s angry. She remembers the way Pamali looked up from the hospital bed with such warmth in her eyes – even through the pain of that dislocated shoulder Lee had given her. Pami always seemed able to keep hold of her own kindness. The night Fergus left, Pamali was the only one Georgie had been able to speak to; when was that, not much more than a week ago? Pamali had walked Georgie home, insisted on coming in so Georgie wouldn’t have to be alone, stayed over so Georgie wouldn’t have to wake up alone the next morning either. The morning it all became real: Fergus was gone and everything was changed and she still feels sick with it, even standing here with a job to do. She could use some of Pami’s warmth now. There’s no warmth to be found in Lee’s eyes, though there’s less spite than there used to be, and if she’s not mistaken there’s some doubt in there too. After this, she’ll have to go and speak to Natalie. Lee’s mother, Natalie Prowle.


The villagers have been talking about her, about Fergus, about Natalie Prowle.


Small fingers curl around her wrist and she grabs her hand away.


‘Lee,’ she says again, forcing herself into the room and blocking out everything else. ‘I need to ask you a few questions.’





ALONG THE CORRIDOR


‘You lot need to know your rights,’ Julie says from the bed where she’s sitting, her legs stretched out and her ankles crossed on top of the covers, fully dressed, skinny jeans and white T-shirt, ready for the second they get discharged. ‘You don’t need to say anything, you got that? We’ve done nothing wrong, and don’t you forget it.’


‘I don’t know…’ Terry is mumbling from the chair opposite, coat on, Cat boots laced. ‘I thought the whole point was that we—’


‘The point,’ Julie says, ‘is that we have rights.’


Standing over by the window Aaron Prowle doesn’t even turn round, though they can all hear the gruff noise he makes in the back of his throat.


Julie would like him to face her if he’s got something to say. He never says much though, Aaron Prowle, just darkens every room he’s in, like a sustained bass beneath the chatter of these kids she hardly knows really, except for Penny-Ann, but whom she likes anyway. Except for Aaron Prowle. It’s hard to imagine anyone liking Aaron Prowle.


‘I need to talk to Lee,’ Terry’s saying and Julie grins at him, prompting that flush that covers Terry’s neck every time someone looks him in the eye.


‘He’s going to be okay.’


‘That’s not what I asked.’


Penny-Ann has noticed his blush though, misread it in the cutest way, and Julie shifts over so Penny can join her on the bed. Penny-Ann Taylor, from Burrowhead.


‘Look, I’m just saying, time to wise up.’


Aaron still hasn’t moved.


‘They can’t force us to give samples without our consent, and they can’t arrest us, they’ve got no right to arrest us and I know having rights doesn’t stop the police, not here and not anywhere, but if we know, if we make them see that we know—’


There’s a noise outside the door and she stops, eyes flicking across the room. No one else heard it. Beside her, Penny’s checking her phone.


‘What?’


‘My brother—’


‘Kev’s here?’


‘No, he’s texting. What?’


The noise comes again, movement beyond the door, then a loud double knock and Penny drops her phone. ‘Shit.’


‘You lot heard me, right?’ hisses Julie as the door opens.


‘DS Frazer,’ says the cop standing there in Dolce & Gabbana, holding out his hand. ‘Can I ask you all a few questions about last night, please?’


His accent, his tone of voice, fuck, that suit – Julie knows his type. He’s not from Burrowhead. She needs to handle this. She swings her legs off the bed, strides forward, smiles, reaches for his hand and shakes it warmly before telling him that she knows her rights and so do they all and they do not, in fact, feel like answering any of his questions today.





INFORMAL INTERVIEW WITH LEE PROWLE, 8 A.M.


‘What is it you want to know?’ Lee’s voice cuts through the room.


Georgie reaches for the chair, pulls it away from the bed before sitting down. A small hand fleetingly clasps at her ankle. She presses her forehead, forces herself into the present, the hospital room with its lingering smell of lentil soup.


Lee’s eyes are bloodshot, raw around the edges. As she looks, he starts scratching at them and Georgie has to stop herself from pulling his arm away.


‘What was it that you took, Lee?’


That scratching at his eyes, it’s excruciating to watch.


‘Do you need…will I call the nurse, get you some eye drops or something?’


He sniffs, and she can hear the rattle of something in the back of his throat. His eyes dart over her shoulder, to the door, the corridor. She turns. There’s no one there.


‘They’ve taken plenty samples,’ he says, finally pulling away from his eyes and starting to scratch at the IV in the back of his hand instead. She can see him aggravating it, and there’s a bruise there already from when the needle went in. She wonders if he bruises easy, Lee Prowle. He’s a small boy, five foot five and pretty with it, or he was before the skin became stretched over his cheekbones, the way it’s done these last few months. Lips scabbed over from where he’s been biting them. Georgie can remember when he was a cute kid. ‘So you’ll be telling me what it was, I imagine, DI Strachan.’


‘You’re saying you don’t know?’


He clamps his jaw tight at that. Georgie’s not sure if any of them are going to talk, but she certainly wasn’t expecting to get much out of Lee. He’s had a scare though. He might not be ready to talk to the police, but he’s got to be blaming someone. His eyes, darting over to the door again. He’s right about the samples, of course, Cal will be able to tell her exactly what it was. Cal’s been good to her this past week, since Fergus left, and she appreciates it. Especially with Trish not speaking to her either. A bit of company over dinner helped more than she’d imagined it would, stopped her thinking about Fergus for a few hours, about what he’s doing, where he’s staying. Cal’s good company, and he’s good at his job too. So yes, Cal will be analysing Lee’s stomach contents. He’s got bloods, urine, even swabs of his sweat, and he’ll be going through the caravan too. Cal will find out what they all took.


It’s not anything she recognises, though, and that’s not good.


She checked the toxicology report for Rachel and Pauly before she came here. Not that she could have forgotten what it said. They’d taken something before they died, too, something unknown. This past year, under all of it, under what Bobby Helmsteading did to Alexis, before Sonny Riley’s bones rose up from the soil after decades of staying buried, under it all she’d never forget Rachel and Pauly last year. The suicide pact. Two lives that should have been so much more, whose end never made any sense. The state of their bodies when she found them: that haunting look in their wide-open eyes. Bones smashed from the fall. Their stomach contents: tree bark, plant root, raw animal blood. Their hands clasped together. Their fingers gently, lovingly, intertwined.





WHEN THINGS ARE SPOKEN


The flimsy curtains across the caravan window are closed and Simon knows it’s early, for a Sunday, but he needs to talk to them: Shona Jones and Kevin Taylor. He knocks again, lightly but several times. Remembers Shona knocking on his door once, a lifetime ago, just days after Alexis died.


‘Mate.’ It’s Kevin’s voice, from inside, though he must have seen him through the curtains – they wouldn’t block much of anything out, right enough. The door opens and he’s standing there, jeans hurriedly pulled on, bare feet, T-shirt in his hands. ‘You do know we were up all night with that.’ He gestures over to Aaron and Lee’s caravan. His sister’s one of the kids in the hospital, you’d think he’d be a bit more concerned.


‘You can sleep later,’ Si says.


Kev pushes his hand through his hair.


‘And I’m told Penny-Ann’s doing fine.’


‘Found that out myself, thanks.’


Shona appears at the door behind him, one of Kev’s T-shirts over a denim skirt.


‘Ease up, Kev. It’s Sunday,’ she says. She has a kindness to her voice, Shona, always has. ‘Come on in, Si.’


Her arm is on Kevin’s shoulder and Kev steps back to let Simon in. Soon he’s perched on the narrow bench facing the bed where Shona and Kev sit side by side, sheets tangled beneath them.


‘Do you want a drink?’ Shona says. ‘Tea, water?’


‘I’m alright, thanks.’


‘I need a water,’ she says, getting up again, retrieving a glass from a cupboard overhanging the sink and filling it. ‘Is everyone okay?’ she asks, her back still to him, like she can’t face turning around until she knows whatever he came here to say.


‘Yeah, they’re okay. They’ll all be fine.’


Si sees her shoulders relax at that. Then Kev pipes up, like he reckons his role in all this is to undermine every bit of decency Shona shows.


‘How’s Orlando?’


Simon drove back to Burrowhead the second he got Georgie’s call and what the fuck does Kevin Taylor know about anything?


‘You’re a dark horse.’ Kev, still smirking at him.


‘Can you not.’


Silence then and all Simon can see is Alexis, smiling softly, and it makes him ache so bad he has to press his hands over his eyes.


‘Sorry mate,’ Kev says.


But Simon’s here for a reason. He needs to know what they know – he has a job to do and it’s not about him or Alexis. It’s about the suicide of two kids last year and another in intensive care. There’s something that connects them, he’s sure of that.


‘You knew…’ Simon clears his throat, sits up a bit straighter. ‘You knew Rachel and Pauly, didn’t you?’


Kevin’s face changes and for a second he looks older than the teenager he is, and there’s something flitting behind his eyes – is that regret?


‘Known them for years,’ he says. ‘Since we were at primary together.’


Shona’s back on the bed, holding her glass of water with both hands.


‘Are you finally reopening their case?’


‘Shona—’


‘You think it’s connected to that lot?’ She flicks her head over towards Aaron and Lee’s caravan.


‘Please,’ Si says, though he knows what Shona thinks, knows she’s been trying to follow the supply of drugs all year to find whoever’s responsible. Maybe to write another article, maybe for something else. ‘Tell me about Rachel and Pauly.’


‘I knew Rachel first,’ Kev says. ‘Shona and Pauly were at Warphill Primary, see, but we were at Burrowhead. There’s photos of us playing on the beach and that.’


He pauses then, blinks a couple of times, as though he’d forgotten she was dead and then it hit him again. Her suicide.


‘So you stayed close then, as you got older?’


‘For a while,’ he says. ‘I mean, aye. Her and Shona were—’


‘We were best friends,’ Shona says. ‘I met Kev through Rachel. But then…’


They look at each other and Si feels things they’re not saying, hidden in the gaps.


‘The last couple of years had got a bit weird,’ Shona says.


In the silence Simon hears Alexis’s voice, his gentleness: Just describe what you see.


‘I mean, Pauly,’ Kev says, shaking his head. ‘You couldn’t say anyone was friends with him. He didn’t want friends. No one knew what to say around him. What are you supposed to do with someone like that, who won’t…’


He doesn’t finish the sentence, so Simon tries instead. ‘Play the game?’


Kev shrugs. ‘They were both getting secretive too. I tried to ask Rachel what was going on, but she didn’t want me around. The two of them were close though, properly close. And they were into some weird stuff, the pair of them.’


‘What do you mean?’


Shona puts her hand on Kev’s leg and he doesn’t say any more.


‘Are you reopening their case?’ she says.


‘Kevin,’ Simon tries again, ‘what do you mean, weird stuff?’


‘Look, they were getting seriously into drugs, alright? I mean, we all…you know what it’s like. But they were on a different level. That’s what I reckon, anyway.’


This is it, this is why Simon’s here. But Kev’s looking at Shona and she’s refusing to look back at him. Something changes in the light coming in through the curtains, the colour shifts from white to something softer, almost golden.


‘I saw them once,’ Shona says, and the tone of her voice makes Simon wonder if she’s been waiting for him to ask, if she was needing to say it. ‘They were dancing out by the standing stone in the middle of a storm. Spinning round in circles with their arms wide, reaching up for something like they were crazy. They weren’t in their right minds, towards the end. Rachel’s mam had died, see. She was that cut up about it.’


Simon frowns, like there’s something worse than the light making him squint.


‘But she’d always been a bit weird.’ Kevin again, not wanting to be left behind. ‘She tried to rope us into some nonsense about summoning spirits one time.’


‘You mean like Ouija boards and that?’


‘Nah, more like graveyards and chanting. She was always hanging about at the church ruin. When I asked her what the fuck she was doing, she said she wanted to know the true world. They were off their heads, the pair of them.’


‘And Lee and Aaron were getting the same way?’


‘Fuck no, nothing like.’


‘But then…do you know what Rachel and Pauly were taking?’


‘No clue, mate.’


He looks at Shona and she shakes her head sadly. There’s something tugging at Simon’s mind though, something Shona said. Something Frazer’s witness claims to have seen decades ago. It wasn’t only Abigail Moss she saw in the woods that night. He’d always thought Rachel and Pauly’s death had something to do with drugs, but maybe there’s a different connection he should be following.





THE DIFFERENT WAYS OF BEING ABANDONED


Everything Uncle Walt had is strewn on the floor, room after small, square room, and Trish is in the middle of it all. She couldn’t bring herself to sit in his old comfy chair, she never could, not since she was a little girl and she’d climb up onto his knee, cuddle into him and glance at her mam like it was a victory. No, she’s sitting at the kitchen table where all the files, letters and bills she’s found are haphazardly piled. Uncle Walt wasn’t one for order, not of the filing-his-tax-returns kind, not of keeping a record of his pension or his doctor’s visits or…what is it she’s looking for?


She’s not been able to sleep much since the funeral. Lying awake every night in Uncle Walt’s house, in the room that was her room as a kid, she feels the emptiness of it dragging her down and she understands how her mam must have felt, lying on the sofa for hours, staring at nothing. She never understood why someone would do that before, but she understands now.


The white light coming in through the dirty window is dappling the small square table beneath the small square window in the small square room. It’s one of the old cottages, Uncle Walt’s – hers now, it’s all hers now, she’s the only one left – thick stone walls and low doors, something heavy about it, barely masked by the plants on every surface, in every corner. Uncle Walt loved his plants. Trish hasn’t a clue what to do with them. She’d probably kill them if she tried and they’re looking bad enough as it is, droopy, brown and lethargic. There’s a succulent in the living room dropping whole branches off itself, if branch is the word for the strings of fleshy leaves it’s made of. It used to flower every Christmas, that one, bright red flowers bursting from the tips, cascading like water from a fountain. Now it has the plant version of leprosy.


What is it he’s not telling her? Uncle Walt, her Uncle Walt. It can’t really have been a heart attack, can it? But everyone’s telling her so. His big heart giving in after all that love he showed her when she had no one else; enough love to compensate for a whole family. Then she sees it again: Uncle Walt clasping at his throat, pain shooting through his body as Ricky Barr stands above him.


They say it was a heart attack. But heart attacks can be provoked.


She presses the heels of her hands into her eyes. What is she doing? What is she going to do? How’s she even going to earn money? She needs to think.


But the soil is still fresh above him, there in the new graveyard where he’s buried. Her Uncle Walt. It’s been less than a week but sometimes it feels like a year, sometimes an hour. She asked for him to be buried in the graveyard of the old church ruin, he’d have liked that, but there was no space. Apparently they’d closed it for burials last year. She hadn’t known that. Turns out there was a lot Trish hadn’t known.


When her mam disappeared – died, she tells herself sternly – she was too young to manage anything. It all fell to Uncle Walt. It all went to him, too, everything her mam had. It wasn’t much, but there must have been a day like this, Uncle Walt going through her mam’s things. Finding something in her mam’s things. Is that what she’s hoping for? Old photos, her birth certificate maybe, an old dress of her mam’s, a diary, explaining? But there’s nothing. No photo albums she’s been able to find, nothing about when her mam died. Just the weight of knowing her Uncle Walt is gone too.


Georgie was at the funeral. They all were. Simon had given Trish a hug but when Georgie tried to do the same, Trish stepped away.


‘I’m so sorry—’ Georgie started.


‘Why did you have to question him like that?’


Georgie was shocked, she could see that, but Trish had resigned. She didn’t have to be DC Mackie any more; she’d never be DC Mackie again.


‘You scared him!’


‘I was doing my job, Trish.’ Georgie’s voice was gentle, but Trish didn’t want to hear it.


‘You kept suspecting him and upsetting him and he wasn’t in his right mind, was he? If you hadn’t kept pushing, he wouldn’t have run away from the care home to confront Ricky and he’d still be—’


She’d stopped short of saying he’d still be alive, but it was true. Sometimes she thinks it was true. And what was Uncle Walt guilty of, really? He’d killed a dog forty years ago. Trish isn’t proud of it, but at the end of the day it was only a dog. Uncle Walt had believed that a sacrifice would summon the ancestors, the Others, to save the village. Trish doesn’t believe it, of course, but Uncle Walt had. Natalie did, too, and that was why she’d copied him by sacrificing Ricky’s horse two weeks ago. Would she have still done it without Uncle Walt’s help? Yes. Did Uncle Walt help her? Trish presses her fists into her eyes again, but she knows: yes, he did. Was that why Georgie blamed him?


But it wasn’t Georgie who’d watched as Uncle Walt died. It was Ricky Barr. He was there, watching. Then he’d dared to come to the funeral and she’d not been able to stop him and when Trish had got back here, to Uncle Walt’s house afterwards, that carved wooden face still sitting in the window was glaring at her. The vines threaded through the eyes and mouth were a vivid green and she thought for a second it had been a furious self-portrait, that Uncle Walt knew he’d be gone and wanted to leave his image staring out at the village. Judging her for not protecting him. Then something in her snapped and she rushed inside, pulled the carved face from the windowsill and threw it in the kitchen bin. There was no bag inside. He must have emptied the bins before going to the care home. Still, that’s where she left the wooden face he’d carved with his own hands, the trails of vines twisting around the back of it, and she let the lid swing shut and hasn’t been near it since.


There’s someone here, though. Outside. Beyond the metal lines running through the leaded window, fracturing the street beyond: a shadow moving. A person. Georgie’s here, at her house, come to see her, but for what? Then the shadow moves and it’s not Georgie at all, it’s a different face beyond the glass. Andy Barr is looking in at her, his expression all concern and nervousness and he’s pointing as if to say Do you want me to come in, or do you want me to go away? She invites him in with a flick of her head and he gets it, heads to the door and pushes it open slowly.


‘Trish?’ he says, stooping to get inside – the door frames are low in these old houses and Andy’s lanky as can be. ‘Trish?’


‘Come and sit down, Andy.’


Trish realises that’s the first time she’s spoken this morning, and her voice feels awkward in her throat.


Andy stands and looks at her as though he wants to give her a hug, then folds himself into the kitchen chair. He’s carried a flask in with him, seems to be trying to balance it on his knee before giving up and placing it on the table. Christ, she’d have made him a cup of coffee. Mind you, she’s not sure there’s any milk. Or coffee.


‘Are you alright, Trish?’ he says, then thinks better of it, scratches at his cheek. ‘I mean. Not alright, but you know.’


Trish nods. ‘I’ve got to sort all this out,’ she says, realising she’s sorted nothing, emptied cupboards and drawers and found only out-of-date tins of tuna, dusty cassette tapes of folk music that hadn’t been played in years – he’d nothing to play them on – bills and demands for payment, his old clothes, his name stitched into the back of every shirt in case he went a wander. She had tried to keep him safe. She’d tried.


‘The thing is, Trish…’ Andy clears his throat. His eyes look fresh and alert, unlike hers. ‘The thing is…’ His voice trailing off, his hands anxiously folding around the flask then releasing again.


‘What is it, Andy?’


‘This morning, well last night really, I don’t know if you’ve heard but there was a thing and I was the one that called the ambulance see, and I’ve been waiting but—’


This morning, last night, in that shimmering space between night and dawn, Trish had been at Uncle Walt’s graveside. There were shapes hanging from tree branches and shadows moving beyond the gates and she’d known that there was something wrong in the way he died, that she couldn’t let it go; she mustn’t let it go. She has a sudden urge to take the carved face back out of the bin.


‘—so I thought maybe I should come to you, ’cause I can trust you, right, and no one else came to see me but I’ve got something, see?’


‘What are you talking about, Andy?’


He startles and she remembers how he used to cringe away from his dad, how afraid he was. Trish doesn’t know exactly what Ricky has done to him over the years, but Ricky is a bully of a man and that she knows with no doubt.


‘We were all in the caravan. Me and Lee and Aaron and Penny-Ann and Terry and the new girl, Julie, and her and Penny-Ann are like, at it—’


‘Andy, can you start from the beginning? I’m going to need some help here. What were you doing in the caravan?’ Then it dawns on her that these kids, Andy too, are taking whatever it is Ricky’s dealing through the village and on up the coast—


‘Lee had a reaction to it, that’s what I’m saying, a bad one and I thought he was dying, so that’s why I called them.’


‘Wait, Andy, what did you take?’


‘No,’ he says, shaking his head. ‘Not me, that’s what I’m saying. It looked disgusting. It were something new, they were all excited see so I faked it and I thought, I’ll see what happens here and then I’ll talk to Trish.’


‘And you got this from your da?’


‘Nah, Aaron was passing it round and none of us know where he gets it from, well, maybe Lee but maybe not and I don’t know if the hospital called Georgie but—’


‘They must have called her,’ Trish says, because when she couldn’t take kneeling by Uncle Walt’s grave any more, she’d seen Georgie on her way home. Driving towards the village at first light, with DS Frazer in the car beside her. They must have been on their way back from the hospital. They didn’t see her, and that was how she’d wanted it. It wasn’t only Georgie she couldn’t face; it was Frazer too. The way he’d looked at her when she handed in her notice. He’d come out of the station after her, calling her name, not DC Mackie as usual, but Trish, Trish please.


‘Please what?’ she snapped, for once not caring what he saw in her face.


‘Let me explain. I—’


‘No,’ she interrupted. ‘I don’t want to hear about it right now.’


Even as she walked away, he was still trying to be kind to her, in that way he has, the formality mixed with pity that makes her want to scream.


‘I’m here,’ he was saying. ‘Trish, if you need…’


What she needs is not to need anyone at all.


But there was something wrong in the way Uncle Walt died. She knows it as well as she knows this coast. Her Uncle Walt dying there on Ricky Barr’s land with Ricky Barr watching. She’s on her feet, walking to the bin, lifting the lid.


‘What the fuck is that?’


‘Uncle Walt carved it,’ she says, placing it on the table beside Andy’s flask.


Uncle Walt who died on Ricky Barr’s land and now there’s kids in the hospital from something they took in Ricky Barr’s caravan, something she suspects came from Ricky Barr himself and so what she needs, it turns out, is exactly what Andy is offering her right now.





09:45


‘Right,’ Georgie says, back in her office at last, away from the hospital, away from her empty home, with a mug of coffee in her hands. ‘We need to get this all straight. We have three…’


She glances at Simon and he offers, ‘and counting?’


‘Three cases that may or may not be linked. Three cases and counting.’ She manages a smile, and Simon gives her one back. They’re short-staffed for this, with Trish gone. She feels another spike of loss. Trish is so angry with her; she’s not sure anyone has been so angry with her, except perhaps her father in the weeks after Errol died. Or Fergus?


No, Fergus isn’t angry, Fergus is feeling something else. She just wished she knew what.


‘Georgie?’


She nods, puts her coffee down and picks up the marker pen. Pulls off the lid then pushes it back on. She’s asked for Suze back from the Crackenbridge station, an extra pair of hands to help out, a temporary transfer for the week, maybe a couple. Well, a couple of weeks is all any of them have, with the station closure looming. She takes a deep breath before she speaks.


‘First, we have Lee Prowle and the others, taking something that put them in the hospital last night.’


Behind her on the whiteboard she has three columns, each with a title, one in black, one in blue, one in red.


‘They got it from Aaron Prowle who is, predictably, refusing to say where he got it from, despite it nearly killing his kid brother. We’re waiting on toxicology and forensics from Cal. They were in one of Ricky Barr’s caravans at the time, and they’re all still in the hospital, where they’ll be kept for the morning at least. Except for Andy Barr, who was there but not partaking, and who called the police. So this is today’s case. The new one.’


She points to the whiteboard, to the column written in black.


‘Everyone who was there is being uncooperative, so far. The new girl, Julie Alperstein, persuaded them not to talk to the police and has accused DS Frazer of being a corporate city cop she can see right through.’ She lets a smile flicker across her face.


Frazer grins at her.


‘And speaking of DS Frazer…’ She moves her finger to the blue column, to the name Abigail Moss. ‘We have case number two. Frazer, an update?’


He stands, taking her place in front of the whiteboard, allowing Georgie to sit.


‘I know I’ve been on this case for a couple of weeks now, but I think we’re finally about to make some progress,’ he says.


From her chair she can see out of the window to the sky that’s gone white with heat, to the wet, glistening paving slabs stretching from the wall of the station out towards the lane of soggy grass that leads, eventually, to Ricky Barr’s farm. That’s where they found Sonny Riley, the little boy whose burial decades ago feels as raw to Georgie as though he’d been killed yesterday. She feels a child’s hand on her knee and suddenly she can’t move; a little girl’s sore grey eyes are reflected in the window, staring at her, staring until Frazer clears his throat and the image vanishes. She needs to breathe.


‘When Betty Marshall made her statement from the care home, she claimed to have witnessed a murder, out here, when she was a teenager in the 1960s. I’ve made copies of her full statement, and you’ve all got one on your desk.’


Georgie looks at her desk: it’s true. It helps her focus, to take another breath. And it’s efficient of him, seeing as their printer has been broken for months now. Has he paid for this from the print shop in Crackenbridge out of his own pocket?


‘The pertinent points being—’


He holds up his hand to list them on his fingers and for the first time since meeting him at the start of the year Georgie wonders if he might be a little bit of an arse. She can see what might have got Julie Alperstein so defensive. She likes him though, despite it. He catches her eye and relaxes his shoulders a bit.


‘On 24 June 1962, sometime during the night, Betty Marshall saw a group of people in the woods beyond the grounds of Wyndham Manor. They appeared to be dancing and chanting in a language she didn’t recognise, and she believes she saw one of them – a young girl named Abigail Moss – lying on a stone slab and being killed. At least, Betty Marshall claims it looked like she was being killed. She says her eyes were rolling back in her head and there was blood on her neck as though her throat had been cut. She says she saw “at least” a dozen people circling Abigail—’


When he says ‘at least’ his fingers make neat quotation marks either side of his head.


‘Though it might have been more than that. She would have been significantly outnumbered had she approached them.’


‘But none of them saw her?’


‘She was hiding in the bushes and scared enough to creep away while the sacrifice or whatever it was continued. She herself had taken LSD – along with many of the staff that night, which was the night of their midsummer party – and she tried to convince herself she’d hallucinated the whole thing.’


‘But she went looking for Abigail Moss the next morning?’


‘Yes, exactly. She clearly didn’t believe it was a hallucination even then. Abigail’s room had been cleared out and the housekeeper, Mrs Pettigrew, told her Abigail had left her job and wouldn’t be coming back. Betty Marshall never saw Abigail Moss again. She has spent her life fearing she witnessed a murder but thinking no one would believe her.’


‘And do we believe her?’ Georgie says.


‘I believe her,’ Frazer replies. ‘At least, I believe she saw something. The group, chanting, dancing in the middle of the night—’


‘They could have taken LSD as well,’ Georgie says. ‘Betty was in the woods with a group of staff, and Abigail was staff too. Could it have been her friends she saw?’


Frazer holds out his hands. ‘Could be. We don’t know. She says she didn’t see their faces. She was scared. She was high.’


‘So,’ Georgie says. ‘Next steps.’


‘Our best lead is the bench dedicated to Abigail Moss at the playground. I’ve spent the last week interviewing residents of Burrowhead and Warphill, but no one has even admitted to recognising the name.’


‘Then we need a list of companies that supply benches and plaques,’ Georgie says. ‘Start with local places.’


‘Yes, ma’am.’


‘We need to know who dedicated a bench on the cliffs to our unknown Abigail Moss.’ That’s where Georgie was sitting, the first time she glimpsed the little girl with the matted hair, the pleading eyes. ‘Then there’s Abigail herself. There must be some records?’


‘I’ll keep looking.’


He looks a little deflated. Georgie knows he’s found no sign of her anywhere, no birth certificate, no police reports, no missing person – no Abigail Moss.


‘For as long as I can, ma’am.’


He means for as long as his boss will let him stay here. Georgie’s the one being closed down; Frazer has a job waiting for him back at HQ. That tugging on her sleeve. She ignores it.


‘And then we have a third line of—’ Georgie pulls her hand away from her side, grasps it at the wrist. There’s nothing there. It’s just her skin, the heat in this office. ‘Well, potentially a third case,’ she says. ‘Simon?’


It’s Simon’s turn to stand, though Frazer doesn’t sit back down, and the two men end up facing Georgie together. They’re both tall, both young, both fit. It’s obvious enough in Simon, you couldn’t miss the blue-eyed bulk of him, but it’s there for Frazer too; under his suit and tie there’s muscle and tone. She’s not surprised Trish fell for him. But Trish is gone and Georgie’s an odd one out again. No longer the only person of colour in the room, not now Frazer’s here, but the only woman.


‘Betty Marshall’s description of the way the group of them were dancing,’ Simon begins. ‘Their heads back, eyes staring at the sky, arms out, the whole image of them is similar to something Shona Jones has described to me. She saw Rachel and Pauly doing the same thing. Before their suicides, long before you first stepped foot up here, DS Frazer, Shona saw Rachel and Pauly dancing around the standing stone, at midnight.’


‘It resonates with what Betty Marshall described,’ Frazer says.


‘But without what she thought was a murder.’


‘Followed instead, days later, by their suicide.’


‘And that is why we’re reopening Rachel and Pauly’s case too,’ Georgie says, standing at last, pointing to the third column on the white board. In red.
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