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For Neil, Betty and Doris.
The tall, the cute and the furry.




BURNING GIRLS:

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia

Twig dolls peculiar to the small Sussex village of Chapel Croft. The dolls are made to commemorate the Sussex Martyrs – eight villagers who were burnt at the stake during Queen Mary’s purge of Protestants (1553–8). Two of the martyrs were young girls. The Burning Girls are set alight in a ceremony held every year on the anniversary of the purge.
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Prologue

What kind of man am I?

It was a question he had asked himself a lot lately.

I am a man of God. I am His servant. I do His will.

But was that enough?

He stared at the small whitewashed house. Red-tiled roof, bright purple clematis crawling up its walls, bathed in the fading glow of the late-summer sun. Birds chittered in the trees. Bees buzzed lazily amongst the bushes.

Here lies evil. Here, in the most innocuous of settings.

He walked slowly up the short path. Fear gripped his belly. It felt like a physical pain, a cramping in his gut. He raised his hand to the door, but it opened before he could knock.

‘Oh, thank God. Thank the Lord you came.’

The mother sagged at the doorway. Lank brown hair stuck to her scalp. Her eyes were shot through with blood and her skin was grey and lined.

This is what it looks like when Satan enters your home.

He stepped inside. The house stank. Sour, unclean. How could it have come to this? He looked up the stairs. The darkness at the top seemed thick with malevolence. He rested his hand on the banister. His legs refused to move. He squeezed his eyes tightly shut, breathing deeply.

‘Father?’

I am a man of God.

‘Show me.’

He started to ascend. At the top, there were just three doors. A boy, slack-faced, in a stained T-shirt and shorts, peered around one. As the black-clothed figure approached, the boy pulled the door shut.

He pushed open the door next to it. The heat and smell hit him like a physical entity. He placed a hand over his mouth and tried not to gag.

The bed was stained with blood and bodily fluids. Restraints had been tied to each bedpost, but they hung loose. In the middle of the mattress a large leather case lay open. Sturdy straps held the contents in place: a heavy crucifix, a Bible, holy water, muslin cloths.

Two items were missing. They lay on the floor. A scalpel and a long serrated knife. Both slick with blood. More blood pooled, like a dark, ruby cloak, around the body.

He swallowed, his mouth as dry as the summer fields. ‘Dear Lord – what has taken place here?’

‘I told you. I told you that the devil –’

‘Enough!’

He spotted something on the bedside table. He walked over to it. A small black box. He stared at it for a moment and then turned to the mother hovering in the doorway. She wrung her hands and stared at him pleadingly.

‘What shall we do?’

We. Because this was upon him too.

He looked back at the bloody, mutilated body on the floor.

What kind of man am I?

‘Get cloths and bleach. Now.’




WELDON HERALD, THURSDAY, 
24 MAY 1990

MISSING GIRLS


Police have appealed for help in the search for two missing Sussex teenagers: Merry Lane and Joy Harris. The pair, who are believed to have run away together, are both aged 15. Joy was last seen at a bus stop in Henfield on the evening of 12 May. Merry disappeared from her home in Chapel Croft a week later on 19 May, after leaving a note.

Police are not treating their disappearance as suspicious but are concerned about the girls’ welfare and are appealing for them to get in touch with their families.

‘You won’t be in trouble. They’re worried. They just want to know you’re safe and you can always come home.’

Joy is described as slight, around 5 foot 5 inches tall, with long, light blonde hair and delicate features. She was last seen wearing a pink T-shirt, stone-washed jeans and Dunlop Green Flash trainers.

Merry is described as thin, 5 foot 7 inches tall, with short, dark hair, and was last seen wearing a baggy grey jumper, jeans and black plimsolls.

Anyone who sees them should report the sighting to Weldon Police on 01323 456723 or call Crimestoppers on 0800 555 111.
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ONE

‘It’s an unfortunate situation.’

Bishop John Durkin smiles, benevolently.

I’m pretty sure that Bishop John Durkin does everything benevolently, even taking a shit.

The youngest bishop to preside over the North Notts diocese, he’s a skilled orator, author of several acclaimed theological papers and, if he hadn’t at least tried to walk on water, I’d be amazed.

He’s also a wanker.

I know it. His colleagues know it. His staff know it. Secretly, I think, even he knows it.

Unfortunately, no one is going to call him on it. Certainly not me. Not today. Not while he holds my job, my home and my future in his smooth, manicured hands.

‘Something like this can shake the faith of the community,’ he continues.

‘They’re not shaken. They’re angry and sad. But I won’t let this ruin everything we’ve achieved. I won’t leave people now when they need me the most.’

‘But do they? Attendance is down. Classes cancelled. I heard that the children’s groups may move to another church.’

‘Crime scene tape and police officers will do that. This is not a community that has any love for the police.’

‘I understand that –’

No, he doesn’t. The closest Durkin gets to the inner city is when his driver takes a wrong turn on the way to his private gym.

‘I’m confident it’s only temporary. I can rebuild their trust.’

I don’t add that I need to. I made a mistake and I need to make amends.

‘So now you can perform miracles?’ Before I can answer or argue, Durkin continues smoothly. ‘Look, Jack, I know you did what you thought was best, but you got too close.’

I sit back stiffly in my seat, fighting the urge to fold my arms like a sulky teenager. ‘I thought that was our job. To build close ties with the community.’

‘It is our job to uphold the reputation of the Church. These are testing times. Everywhere, churches are failing. Fewer and fewer people are attending. We have an uphill battle even without this negative publicity.’

And that is what Durkin really cares about. The newspapers. PR. The Church doesn’t get good press at the best of times and I’ve really screwed things up. By trying to save a little girl and, instead, condemning her.

‘So, what? You want me to resign?’

‘Not at all. It would be a shame for someone of your calibre to leave.’ He steeples his hands together. He really does that. ‘And it would look bad. An admission of guilt. We have to give careful consideration to what we do next.’

I’m sure. Especially considering my appointment here was his idea. I’m his prize show-dog. And I had been performing well, turning the once-derelict inner-city church back into a hub of the community.

Until Ruby.

‘So, what do you suggest?’

‘A transfer. Somewhere less high profile for a while. A small church in Sussex has suddenly found itself without a priest. Chapel Croft. While they nominate a replacement, they need an interim vicar.’

I stare at him, feeling the earth shift beneath my feet.

‘I’m sorry, but that’s not possible. My daughter is taking her GCSEs next year. I can’t just move her to the other end of the country.’

‘I’ve already agreed the transfer with Bishop Gordon at the Weldon diocese.’

‘You’ve what? How? Has the post been advertised? Surely there must be a more suitable local candidate –’

He waves a hand dismissively. ‘We were chatting. Your name came up. He mentioned the vacancy. Serendipity.’

And Durkin can pull more strings than frigging Geppetto.

‘Try and look on the bright side,’ he says. ‘It’s a beautiful part of the country. Fresh air, fields. A small, safe community. It could be good for you and Flo.’

‘I think I know what’s best for me and my daughter. The answer is no.’

‘Then let me be blunt, Jack.’ His eyes meet mine. ‘This is not a fucking request.’

There’s a reason why Durkin is the youngest bishop to preside over the diocese and it has nothing to do with his benevolence.

I clench my fists in my lap. ‘Understood.’

‘Excellent. You start next week. Pack your wellies.’
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TWO

‘Christ!’

‘Blaspheming again.’

‘I know, but –’ Flo shakes her head. ‘What a shithole.’

She’s not wrong. I pull the car to a halt and stare up at our new home. Well, our spiritual home. Our actual home is next door: a small cottage that would be quite pretty if not for its alarming off-kilter bearing, which makes it look like it’s trying to slope away, quietly, brick by brick.

The chapel itself is small, square and a dirty off-white. It doesn’t look much like a place of worship. There’s no high-pitched roof, cross or stained glass. Four plain windows face the front: two up, two down. Between the two upper windows is a clock. Florid writing around it proclaims:

‘Redeem the Time, for the Days are Evil.’

Nice. Unfortunately, the ‘e’ has worn off the end of ‘time’, so it actually reads, ‘Redeem the Tim’, whoever he is.

I climb out of the car. The muggy air immediately shrink-wraps my clothes to my skin. All around us, there’s nothing but fields. The village itself consists of about two dozen houses, a pub, general shop and village hall. The only sounds are birdsong and the occasional buzzing bee. It sets me on edge.

‘Okay,’ I say, trying to sound positive, and not full of dread, like I feel. ‘Let’s go and take a look inside.’

‘Aren’t we going to look at where we’re going to live?’ Flo asks.

‘First the house of God. Then the house of his children.’

She rolls her eyes. Communicating that I’m impossibly stupid and tiresome. Teenagers can communicate a lot with eye rolls. Which is just as well, seeing as oral communication hits something of a brick wall once they turn fifteen.

‘Besides,’ I say, ‘our furniture is still stuck in traffic on the M25. At least the chapel has pews.’

She slams the car door and slouches along grumpily behind me. I glance at her: dark hair cropped into a ragged bob, nose ring (hard fought for and taken out for school), and a hefty Nikon camera slung almost permanently around her neck. I often think my daughter would be a dead cert for Winona Ryder’s role in a remake of Beetlejuice.

A long path leads up to the chapel from the road. A battered metal postbox stands just outside the gate. I’ve been told, if no one is here when we arrive, that this is where I will find the keys. I flip up the lid, stick my hand inside and … bingo. I pull out two worn silver keys, which must be for the cottage, and a heavy iron thing that looks like it should open something from a Tolkien fantasy. I presume this is the key to the chapel.

‘Well, at least we can get in,’ I say.

‘Yay,’ Flo deadpans.

I ignore her and push open the gate. The path is steep and uneven. Either side, tilting headstones rise up from the overgrown grass. A taller monument stands to the left. A bleak grey obelisk. What look like bunches of dead flowers have been left at its base. On closer inspection, they’re not dead flowers. They’re tiny twig dolls.

‘What are those?’ Flo asks, peering at them and reaching for her camera.

Automatically, I reply, ‘Burning Girls.’

She crouches down to snap some shots with her Nikon.

‘They’re something of a village tradition,’ I say. ‘I read about it online. People make them to commemorate the Sussex Martyrs.’

‘The who?’

‘Villagers who were burnt to death during Queen Mary’s purge of the Protestants. Two young girls were killed outside this chapel.’

She stands, pulling a face. ‘And people make creepy twig dolls to remember them?’

‘And on the anniversary of the purge, they burn them.’

‘That is way too Blair Witch.’

‘That’s the countryside for you.’ I give the twig dolls a final contemptuous glance as I walk past. ‘Full of “quaint” traditions.’

Flo pulls out her phone and takes a couple more pictures, presumably to share with her friends back in Nottingham – Look at what the crazy yokels do – and then follows me.

We reach the chapel door and I stick the iron key into the lock. It’s a bit stiff and I have to push down hard to get it to turn. The door creaks open. Properly creaks, like a sound effect in a horror movie. I shove it open wider.

In contrast to the August sunshine, it’s dark inside the chapel. It takes my eyes a moment to adjust. Sunlight peters in through the grimy windows, illuminating a cloud of dust motes floating thickly in the air.

It’s an unusual layout: a small nave; barely enough room for half a dozen rows of pews facing a central altar. Either side, a set of narrow wooden stairs leads up to a balcony where more pews look down upon proceedings, like a tiny theatre, or gladiator’s pit. I wonder how the hell it ever passed a fire inspection.

The whole place smells stale and unused, which is odd, considering it was used regularly until a few weeks ago. It also manages, like all chapels and churches, to feel both stuffy and cold at the same time.

At the bottom of the nave, I notice that a small area has been cordoned off with a couple of yellow safety barriers. A makeshift sign is hung on one of them:

‘Danger. Uneven flooring. Loose flagstones.’

‘I take it back,’ Flo says. ‘Total and utter shithole.’

‘It could be worse.’

‘How?’

‘Woodworm, damp, beetle infestation?’

‘I’ll be outside.’ She turns and stomps from the building.

I don’t follow. Best to just let it lie. There’s little I can say to console her. I’ve uprooted her from the city she loves, the school where she felt settled, and brought her to a place with nothing to offer except fields and the aroma of cow shit. It’s going to take some work to win her over.

I stare up at the wooden altar.

‘What am I doing here, Lord?’

‘Can I help you?’

I swivel round.

A man stands behind me. Slight and very pale, his chalky pallor accentuated by oily black hair, slicked back from a high widow’s peak. Despite the warm weather, he wears a dark suit over a collarless grey shirt. He looks like a vampire on his way to a jazz club.

‘Sorry, never had a direct reply before.’ I smile and hold out a hand. ‘I’m Jack.’

He continues to stare at me suspiciously. ‘I’m the warden of this church. How did you get in here?’

And I realize. I’m not wearing my collar and he’s probably only been told that ‘Reverend Brooks’ is arriving today. Of course, he could have looked me up online, but then, he also looks like he still uses an ink and quill.

‘Sorry. Jack Brooks. Reverend Brooks?’

His eyes widen slightly. The tiniest hint of colour touches his cheeks. I admit, my name causes confusion. I admit, I enjoy it.

‘Oh, goodness. I’m so sorry, It’s just –’

‘Not what you expected.’

‘No.’

‘Taller, slimmer, better looking?’

And then a voice shouts: ‘MUM!’

I turn. Flo stands in the doorway, white-faced and wide-eyed. My maternal alarm shrills.

‘What is it?’

‘There’s a girl out here. She’s … I think she’s hurt. You need to come. Now.’
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THREE

The girl can’t be more than ten. She wears a dress that might have once been white, her feet are bare … and she’s covered in blood.

It has turned her blonde hair a dirty russet, streaked her face with crimson and stained the dress a deep maroon. As she staggers up the path towards us, her feet leave small, bloody footprints.

I stare at her, frantically trying to work out what could have happened. Has she been hit by a car? I can’t see one on the lane. And there’s so much blood. How is she still standing?

I approach her carefully and crouch down.

‘Hi, sweetheart. Are you hurt?’

She raises her eyes to mine. Startling blue, shiny with shock. She shakes her head. Not hurt. Then where’s all the blood come from?

‘Okay. Can you tell me what happened?’

‘He killed her.’

Despite the heavy heat of the day, a chill snakes down my spine.

‘Who?’

‘Pippa.’

‘Flo,’ I say carefully. ‘Call the police.’

She takes out her phone and stares at it in disbelief. ‘No signal.’

Shit. Déjà vu comes over me so hard I feel sick. Blood. A little girl. Not again.

I turn to Jazz Vampire, who is hovering by the door. ‘I didn’t get your name?’

‘Aaron.’

‘Is there a landline inside, Aaron?’

‘Yes. In the office.’

‘Can you go and use it?’

He hesitates. ‘The girl – I know her. She’s from the Harper farm.’

‘What’s her name?’

‘Poppy.’

‘Okay.’ I smile reassuringly at the girl. ‘Poppy, we’re going to get some help.’

Aaron still hasn’t moved. Maybe shock, maybe just indecision. Either way, it’s not helpful.

‘Phone!’ I bark at him.

He slinks back inside the church. I can hear the sound of a car engine accelerating. I glance up, just as a Range Rover tears around the corner and abruptly squeals to a halt outside the chapel gate, tyres screeching on gravel. The door flies open.

‘Poppy!’

A heavy-set man with sandy hair man jumps out and pounds up the path towards us.

‘Oh God, Poppy! I’ve been looking everywhere for you. What were you thinking, running off like that?’

I straighten. ‘Is this your little girl?’

‘Yes. She’s my daughter. I’m Simon Harper –’ Said as if it should mean something. ‘Who the hell are you?’

I bite hard on my tongue. ‘I’m Reverend Brooks, the new vicar. Care to tell me what’s going on here? Your daughter is covered in blood.’

He scowls. He’s a few years older than me, I’d say. Broad, not fat. A bullish face. I get the impression he’s not used to being challenged, especially by a woman.

‘This is not how it looks.’

‘Really – ’cos it looks like the Texas Chainsaw Massacre.’ This from Flo.

Simon Harper flicks her an irritated glance then turns back to me. ‘I can assure you, Reverend, it’s all just a misunderstanding. Poppy, please come here –’ He holds out his hand. Poppy cowers behind me.

‘Your daughter said someone had been killed?’

‘What?’

‘Pippa.’

‘Oh, for Christ’s sake.’ He rolls his eyes. ‘This is ridiculous.’

‘Well, we can always let the police decide what’s ridiculous –’

‘It’s Peppa, not Pippa … and Peppa is a pig.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘The blood is pig’s blood.’

I stare at him. Sweat tickles my back. A tractor chugs slowly along the road. Simon Harper sighs heavily.

‘Could we go inside – clean her up? I can’t take her back in the car like this.’

I glance over at the ramshackle cottage.

‘Walk this way.’

My first time inside our new home. Not quite the housewarming I expected. Flo brings in a couple of plastic chairs from the garden and we sit Poppy down. I locate a cleanish-looking cloth and half a bottle of liquid soap under the sink. I also spot a torch and a spider the size of my fist.

‘I’ll have a look in the car,’ Flo says. ‘I think there’re some wet wipes and a sweatshirt of mine that Poppy could wear.’

‘Good thinking.’

She trots back outside. She’s a good girl, I think, despite the attitude.

I run the cloth under the tap and crouch down next to Poppy. I wipe at the blood on her face.

Pig’s blood. How did a little girl get covered in pig’s blood?

‘I know this looks bad,’ Simon Harper says, in an attempt at a conciliatory tone.

‘I don’t judge. Rule number one of the job.’

Also, a lie. I clean blood from around Poppy’s forehead and ears. She begins to look more like a little girl and less like a refugee from a Stephen King novel.

‘You said you were going to explain?’

‘I own a farm. Harper’s Farm. It’s been in the family for years. We have our own slaughterhouse on site. I know some people struggle with that …’

I don’t rise. ‘Actually, I think it’s important to know where our food comes from. My last parish, most of the kids thought meat grew in buns from McDonald’s.’

‘Right … well, exactly. We’ve tried to bring both our children up to understand the farming process. Not to be sentimental about the animals. Rosie – that’s our older daughter – has always been fine with that, but Poppy is more … sensitive.’

I get the feeling that ‘sensitive’ is a euphemism for something else. I smooth back Poppy’s hair. She stares at me blankly with those brilliant blue eyes.

‘I told Emma … that’s my wife … she never should have let her name them.’

‘Who?’

‘The pigs. It made Poppy happy … but then, of course, she got attached, especially to one.’

‘Peppa?’

‘Yes.’

‘This morning we took the pigs to slaughter.’

‘Ah.’

‘Poppy wasn’t supposed to be home. Rosie was taking her to the playground … but something must have happened. They came back early and the next thing I know Poppy is standing there …’

He breaks off, looking bewildered. I imagine a child running into such a horrific scene.

‘I still don’t understand how she got covered in blood?’

‘I think … she must have slipped and ended up on the floor. Anyway, then she ran away, and you know the rest …’ He looks at me. ‘You have no idea how bad I feel, but it’s a farm. It’s what we do.’

I feel a small sliver of sympathy. I rinse the cloth out and use it to wipe the last of the blood from Poppy’s face. Then I fish in the pocket of my jeans for a hair bobble and wind Poppy’s sticky hair up into a ponytail.

I smile at her. ‘I knew there was a little girl in there somewhere.’

Still nothing. It’s a little disconcerting. But then, trauma can do that. I’ve seen it happen before. Being a vicar in an inner city is not all cake bakes and jumble sales. You meet a lot of troubled people, old and young. But abuse is not confined to city streets. I know that too.

I turn to Simon. ‘Has Poppy got any other pets?’

‘We have some working dogs, but they’re kept in kennels.’

‘Perhaps it would be a good idea for Poppy to have a pet of her own. Something small, like a hamster, she could care for?’

For a moment I think he might accept my suggestion. Then his face closes again.

‘Thank you, Reverend, but I think I know how to deal with my own daughter.’

I’m on the verge of pointing out that the evidence would suggest otherwise when Flo reappears in the kitchen, holding baby wipes and a sweatshirt with a picture of Jack Skellington on it.

‘Will this do?’

I nod, feeling suddenly tired. ‘Fine.’

We stand at the door and watch as father and daughter – Flo’s sweatshirt flapping around Poppy’s knees – climb into the four-by-four and drive off.

I sling an arm around Flo’s shoulders. ‘So much for the peace of the countryside.’

‘Yeah. Perhaps it will be fun here after all.’

I chuckle and then I spot a ghostly figure in black walking towards the cottage holding a large rectangular box. Aaron. I’d completely forgotten about him. What on earth has he been doing all this time?

‘I presume the police are on their way?’ I ask.

‘Oh, no. I saw Simon Harper pull up and thought it wasn’t necessary.’

Did you now? Simon Harper obviously wields influence here. In many small communities, there’s a family who others defer to. Out of tradition. Or fear. Or both.

‘And then I remembered,’ Aaron continues. ‘I was supposed to give you this when you arrived.’

He holds out the box. My name is printed neatly in bold type on the front.

‘What is it?’

‘I don’t know. It was left for you at the chapel yesterday.’

‘By whom?’

‘I didn’t see. I thought perhaps it might be a welcome gift.’

‘Maybe the last vicar left it?’ Flo suggests.

‘I doubt it,’ I say. ‘He’s dead.’ I glance at Aaron, realizing that might have sounded insensitive. ‘I was sorry to hear about Reverend Fletcher. It must have been a shock.’

‘It was.’

‘Had he been ill?’

‘Ill?’ He looks at me oddly. ‘Didn’t they tell you?’

‘I heard his death was sudden.’

‘It was. He killed himself.’
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FOUR

‘You should have told me.’

Durkin’s voice is barely audible at the other end. ‘Delicate … —ation … best not … details.’

‘I don’t care – I should have known.’

‘I didn’t … personal … sorry.’

‘Who does know?’

‘Few people … church warden … found him … the parish council.’

Which probably means pretty much everyone in the village. Durkin is talking again. I hang further out of the upstairs bedroom window – the only place I can get a workable signal on my phone – and gain a magical third bar.

‘Reverend Fletcher … mental health issues. Fortunately, he had already agreed to resign before it happened, so officially he wasn’t the residing vicar any more …’

So, in other words, not the Church’s problem. Durkin’s lack of empathy verges on pathological. I often think his skills would be better put to use in politics rather than the Church, but then, perhaps there isn’t so much difference. We both preach to the converted.

‘I should have known. It affects how I run things here. It affects people’s perception of the chapel and the vicar.’

‘Of course. I’m sorry. It was an oversight.’

It bloody well wasn’t. He just didn’t want to give me another reason not to come.

‘Is that all, Jack?’

‘Actually, there’s one more thing –’

It shouldn’t matter. If death is simply a release to a higher plane, the circumstances should not be an issue. But they are.

‘How did he do it?’

A pause, long enough for me to know – having known Durkin a long time – that he is wondering whether to lie. Then he sighs.

‘He hanged himself, in the chapel.’

Flo is kneeling on the floor in the living room, taking things out of boxes. Fortunately, there aren’t that many. When the removal van eventually arrived, it took the two tattooed young men all of twenty minutes to unload our worldly possessions. Not much to show for half a lifetime’s work.

I flop on to the worn sofa, which only just fits in the cramped living room. Everything in the cottage is tiny, low and wonky. None of the windows open properly, making it unbearably warm, and I have to keep remembering to duck through the doorway between the kitchen and the living room (and I’m not exactly Amazonian).

The bathroom is olive green and speckled with mould. There’s no shower. Heating is provided by an oil-fired boiler and an ancient-looking log burner, which probably needs a safety check or we’ll gas ourselves come winter.

In the spirit of counting our blessings, the house is rent free. We can do our best to make it our own. Just not right now. Right now, I want to eat, watch some TV and sleep.

Flo looks up. ‘I hope today’s events haven’t blinded you to what a dump this place is.’

‘No, but tonight I’m too tired and hungry to feel depressed about it. I don’t suppose there’s such a thing as a takeaway nearby?’

‘Actually, there’s a Domino’s in the next town. I googled it on the way here.’

‘Hallelujah. Civilization. Shall we see what’s on Netflix?’

‘I thought BT hadn’t connected the broadband yet?’

Bugger.

‘Stuck with normal TV, then.’

‘You’ll be lucky.’

‘What? Why?’

She gets up and sits on the sofa next to me, slipping an arm around my shoulders.

‘What’s wrong with this picture, Michael?’

I smile at the Lost Boys reference. At least some of my cultural influences have rubbed off.

‘No TV aerial. Do you know what it means when there’s no TV aerial?’

‘Oh God.’ I throw my head back. ‘Really?’

‘Yup …’

‘What have we got ourselves into?’

‘Hopefully not the murder capital of the world.’

‘Vampires, I can deal with. One thing I do have is crosses.’

‘And a mysterious box.’

The box. I’d been so furious at Durkin for not telling me about the circumstances of Reverend Fletcher’s death that I’d almost forgotten what kicked it all off in the first place. I look around.

‘I’m not sure where I left it.’

‘In the kitchen.’

Flo hops up and returns with the box, which she plonks down next to me. I eye it dubiously.

Reverend Jack Brooks.

‘So?’ Flo brandishes a pair of scissors.

I take them and slit open the masking tape sealing the box. Inside, something is wrapped in tissue. A small card rests on top. I take it out.


But there is nothing covered up that will not be revealed, and hidden that will not be known. Accordingly, whatever you have said in the dark will be heard in the light, and what you have whispered in the inner rooms will be proclaimed upon the housetops.

Luke 12:2–3



I glance at Flo and she raises her eyebrows. ‘Bit melodramatic.’

I put the piece of card down and peel away the tissue paper, revealing a battered, brown leather case.

I stare at it. Goosebumps skitter up my arms.

‘So, are you going to open it?’ Flo says.

Unfortunately, I can’t find a reasonable excuse not to. I lift the case out and lay it on the sofa. Something clunks around inside. I undo the clasps.

‘But there is nothing covered up that will not be revealed.’

The interior is lined with red silk, the contents held in place by straps: a leather-bound Bible, a heavy cross featuring a prostrate Jesus, holy water, muslin cloths, a scalpel and a large serrated knife.

‘What is it?’ Flo asks.

I swallow, feeling a little sick. ‘An exorcism kit.’

‘Whoah.’ Then she frowns. ‘I didn’t know you used knives for an exorcism?’

‘Usually, you don’t.’

I reach forward and take hold of the knife’s worn bone handle. It feels cool and smooth in my grip. I lift it out of the case. It’s heavy, the jagged edges sharp and covered in rusty brown stains.

Flo leans forward. ‘Mum, is that –’

‘Yes.’

It’s turning into something of a theme today.

Blood.
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FIVE

Moonlight. You wouldn’t think it could be different, but it is.

He holds out his fingers, lets it play on his hands, trickle down to the grass. Grass. That’s new too. Inside, there was no grass. Nothing soft. Not even the stiff and scratchy bedding. The moonlight was always filtered through narrow windows, partially obscured by the buildings looming all around. And when it fell, it landed hard. On concrete and steel.

Here, the light sprawls out freely, uncontained. It bathes – yes, bathes – the park around him in silver. It nestles gently next to him on the grass. So what if the grass is sparse and patchy, littered with rubbish, cider bottles and cigarette butts? To him, it’s paradise. The garden of fucking Eden. His bed tonight is a bench and his luxury bedding cardboard and a sleeping bag he stole from a drunk. No honour amongst thieves or beggars. But to him it’s a four poster with silk sheets and duck-down pillows.

He is free. After fourteen years. And this time, he isn’t going back. He’s finally got himself clean, done their rehab programme. Kicked the drugs, behaved like a good boy.

It’s not too late. That’s what the counsellors told him. You can still build a life for yourself. You can put this behind you.

All lies, of course. You can never leave your past behind. Your past is a part of you. It trails at your heels like a faithful old dog, refusing to leave your side. And sometimes, it bites your arse.

He chuckles to himself. She would have liked that. She used to tell him he had a way with words. Maybe, but he also had a way with his fists and his boots. He couldn’t stop the anger. It clouded everything. Snatched away his words and replaced them with a thick blood-red haze that thrummed in his ears and filled his throat.

You have to control your anger, she told him. Or the bitch wins.

At night, in his cell, he would imagine her beside him, her hand stroking his hair, whispering, calming him. Helping him through the confinement and the withdrawal symptoms. He casts his eyes around in the darkness, searching for her. No. He is alone. But not for much longer.

He pulls the sleeping bag up to his chin, rests his head on the bench. It’s a mild night. He’s happy sleeping outside. He can stare at the moon and the stars and look forward to tomorrow.

What was that song, about tomorrow? Only a day away, or something.

They used to sing that sometimes.

I wish we were orphans, like Annie, she would say. Then we could get away from this place.

And she would snuggle up to him. All bony limbs and tangled hair that smelt like biscuits.

He smiles. Tomorrow, tomorrow, I’m coming to find you.
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SIX

Sunday-morning service is the headline performance of a vicar’s week. If you’re going to draw a crowd – and by a crowd, I mean double figures – then you’ll get them on a Sunday.

In my old church in Nottingham, which had a largely black congregation, Sundays meant full formalwear: hats, suits, little girls with tight curls and large bows. Like Ruby.

It made the day feel special. It made me feel special. Particularly as I knew, if you looked a little closer, those outfits were often a little threadbare or tight around the waist. My congregation came from the poorest areas in the city and yet they made the effort. It was a matter of pride to turn out properly dressed on a Sunday morning.

Even in some of my other churches, Sunday morning saw bums on pews, quite literally in some cases. Still, you take what you can get in this business.

Of course, it can be disheartening, but I always try to remind myself that if one person gets a little comfort from my words, that’s a win. The Church isn’t just for those who believe in God. It’s for those who don’t have anything to believe in. The lonely, lost and homeless. A place of refuge. That’s how I found it. When I had nowhere to go, nowhere to turn. Someone reached out to me. I never forgot that kindness. Now I try to pay it back.

I’m not sure what to expect from the congregation here. Small villages tend to be more traditional. The church plays a bigger role in the community. But the congregations also tend to be older. It’s funny how many people acquire faith with their first set of dentures.

Not that I’m actually taking the service today. I don’t officially start for another two weeks. This morning, the headliner is Reverend Rushton from Warblers Green. We’ve already exchanged a few emails. He seems kind, dedicated and overworked. Like most rural priests. He currently divides his time between three churches, so covering Chapel Croft is something of an ask, or as he put it:

‘God may be omnipresent but I’ve yet to master being in four places at once.’

It explains some of the urgency of my appointment. But not all.

The strange parcel has left me feeling uneasy. I didn’t sleep last night. The silence kept jolting me awake. No comforting wail of distant sirens or drunks shouting outside the window. The events of the day kept resurfacing in my mind: Poppy, her face streaked with blood. The serrated knife. Ruby’s face. Merging into Poppy’s. Blood linking them all.

Why did I agree to come here? What do I hope to achieve?

I finally heave myself out of bed at just gone seven. A cockerel is crowing noisily outside. Bloody marvellous. After making myself a coffee, I give in to temptation and dig out my rolling tin and tobacco from where I stuffed them, underneath a tea towel, in a kitchen drawer.

Flo keeps on at me to give up smoking. I keep on trying. But the flesh is weak. I roll the clandestine ciggie at the table, then chuck an old hoodie over my vest and joggers and smoke it outside the back door, trying to put my feelings of gloom to one side. It’s already warm, despite the cloudy skies. A fresh day. New challenges. One thing I always give thanks for. Tomorrow is not guaranteed. Each day is a gift, so use it wisely.

Of course, like most vicars, I don’t always practise what I preach.

I finish my cigarette and head upstairs for a lukewarm bath. Then I dry my hair and try to make myself look presentable. My hair is still, mostly, dark. I don’t have too many wrinkles, but then my face is cushioned from carrying a few extra pounds. I look, I suppose, like any other harried mid-forties mum. Verdict – it will have to do.

I trudge back downstairs. Flo is up, surprisingly, curled on the sofa in the living room, with a cup of tea and a book. The latest Stephen King, from the looks of it.

‘So, how do I look?’

She glances up. ‘Knackered.’

‘Thanks. Aside from that?’

I’ve gone for jeans, black shirt and collar. Just to let people know who I am but also that I’m off duty.

‘I’m not sure about the black.’

‘I’m saving the neon and fishnets.’

‘For when?’

‘Christmas Eve?’

‘Break them in gently.’

‘That’s the plan.’

She smiles. ‘You look great, Mum.’

‘Thanks.’ I hesitate. ‘What about you?’

‘What about me?’

‘Are you okay?’

‘I’m fine.’

‘Really?’

‘Could we not do this again, Mum? No, I don’t hate you. Yes, I’m pissed off about leaving Nottingham. But it’s only temporary, right? Like you say – it is what it is.’

‘Sometimes you’re too grown up for your own good.’

‘One of us has to be.’

I want to go and wrap my arms around her and hug her tight. But she’s got her nose buried back in her book.

‘Are you coming this morning?’

‘Do I have to?’

‘Up to you.’

‘Actually, I thought I might go and have a look around the graveyard. Take some photos.’

‘Okay. Have fun.’

I try to quell the small pang of disappointment. Of course she doesn’t want to come and listen to a dry, dusty service in a small, fusty chapel. She’s fifteen. And I don’t believe you should force your beliefs upon your children.

My mum tried. I remember being dragged along to services when I was small, fidgeting and itching in my best, often-washed dress. The pews were hard, the chapel cold and the priest in his black robes made me cry. Later, religion became one of Mum’s crutches, along with gin and the voices in her head. It had the opposite effect on me. I escaped as soon as I had the chance.

Belief should be a conscious choice, not something you’re brainwashed into when you’re too young to understand or question it. Faith isn’t something you pass down like an heirloom. It’s not tangible or absolute. Not even for a priest. It’s something you have to keep working at, like marriage or children.

You have wobbles. Naturally. Bad things happen. Things that make you question whether there is a God and, if there is, why he’s such a bastard. But the truth is, bad things do not happen because of God. He is not sitting in his heavenly control room, thinking of ways to ‘test’ our faith, like some celestial Ed Harris in The Truman Show.

Bad things happen because life is a series of random, unpredictable events. We’ll make mistakes along the way. But God is forgiving. At least, I hope he is.

I grab my hoodie off the back of a kitchen chair and stick my head back into the living room. ‘Right. I’d better go.’

‘Mum?’

‘Yes?’

‘What are you going to do about that case?’

I really don’t know. It’s shaken me more than I like to admit. Certainly, more than I can admit to Flo. Where has it come from? Who could have left it? And why?

‘I’m not sure. Maybe I’ll have a word with Aaron about it.’

She pulls a face. ‘He gives me the creeps.’

I want to tell her not to be so harsh but, actually, he gives me the creeps too. I’m not quite sure why. You meet a fair few oddballs and loners in my line of work. But there’s something about Aaron. Something that invokes feelings I’d rather forget.

‘Let’s talk about it later, okay?’

I shrug my arms into the hoodie.

‘Okay – and Mum?’

‘What?’

‘You might want to grab a different hoodie. That one stinks of smoke.’
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SEVEN

Aaron is standing at the back of the chapel talking to a plump, curly-haired vicar when I walk in. It’s half past nine and the first worshippers haven’t arrived yet.

For some reason, perhaps the way they both turn quickly, I immediately get the impression they are talking about me. Maybe paranoid. Maybe not. And why wouldn’t they be talking about me? I’m the newbie. But it makes me uncomfortable. I force a smile.

‘Hello. Not interrupting, am I?’

The curly-haired vicar beams. ‘Reverend Brooks. I’m Reverend Rushton – Brian. We finally meet in person!’

He holds out a pudgy hand. He’s a short, stout man with mottled, corned-beef-coloured skin that speaks of a fondness for the fun things in life. His eyes are bright and mobile, dancing with mischief. Were it not for the clerical collar, I’d have put him down as a pub landlord or perhaps Friar Tuck.

‘We – and especially me – are so glad to have you here at last.’

I shake his hand. ‘Thanks.’

‘So, how are you settling in? Or too soon to say?’

‘Good, although it always takes a while to adjust. You know how it is.’

‘Actually, no. I’ve been at Warblers Green since I was a curate. Almost thirty years now. Very lazy, I know. But I love this parish and, of course’ – he leans in conspiratorially – ‘there’s a rather good pub next door.’

He chortles, his laugh low, dirty and contagious.

‘Can’t fault you on that one.’

‘It must be quite a change from Nottingham.’

‘It’s certainly that.’

‘Try and bear with us poor yokels. We’re not all bad once you get to know us. And we haven’t burnt any newcomers in a wicker man recently. Well, not since Solstice.’

He chortles again, face turning even redder. He takes a handkerchief out of his pocket and dabs at his brow.

Aaron clears his throat. ‘The theme of today’s service is new friends and beginnings,’ he says in a funereal drone that couldn’t sound less friendly. ‘Reverend Rushton thought it appropriate.’

‘No pressure on you to do or say anything,’ Rushton adds. ‘We’ll do all that officially later. But it’s good you’re here.’ He winks. ‘News of your arrival has spread. Everyone is keen to see the new lady vicar.’

I tense. ‘Great.’

‘Well, we’d better get ourselves ready then.’ Rushton stuffs the handkerchief back in his pocket and claps his hands together. ‘Our audience will be arriving soon!’

Aaron moves towards the altar. I sit down on a pew near the front.

‘Oh.’ Rushton half turns in a way that’s a little too casual. ‘Aaron tells me that you met Simon Harper and his daughter yesterday.’

So that’s what they were talking about.

‘Yes. It was quite an introduction.’

He pauses, choosing his next words carefully.

‘The Harper family have lived in the area for generations. Their ancestry goes all the way back to the Sussex Martyrs … I don’t know whether you’ve heard of the martyrs?’

‘The Protestants who were killed during the reign of Mary I.’

He beams. ‘Very good.’

‘I looked it up online.’

‘Ah, well, you’ll hear a lot about them in this area. Simon Harper’s ancestors were amongst the martyrs burnt at the stake. There’s a monument to them in the graveyard.’

‘We saw it. Someone had left Burning Girls all around it.’

His bushy eyebrows rise. ‘Burning Girls? You really have done your research. Some people find them a bit macabre, but we’re very proud of our burnt martyrs here in Sussex!’ He chortles again. Then his face grows more serious. ‘Anyway, as I was saying, the Harpers are what you might call “stalwarts of the community”. Very well respected here. They’ve done a lot for the village and the church over the years.’

‘In what way?’

‘Donations, fundraising. Their business employs a lot of locals.’

Money, I think. What it always comes down to.

‘I was thinking of calling around to see them,’ I say. ‘Check Poppy is okay.’

‘Well, it couldn’t hurt to acquaint yourself with the Harpers.’ He eyes me shrewdly. ‘And anything else you want to ask me about, anything at all, I’d be happy to help.’

I think about the leather case sitting on the table in the kitchen. The strange card. Does Rushton know something? Perhaps. But I’m not sure now is the time to mention it.

‘Thank you.’ I smile. ‘If I think of anything, I’ll be sure to do that.’

The service passes quickly. The church is almost half full, which is probably just curiosity but still a sight I’m unused to. Even in my previous church, which was well attended by city standards, I was lucky to see a quarter of the pews filled. And not all of the congregation here are elderly. I spot a dark-haired man in his forties sitting alone at the end of a row and a few families, although not the Harpers, so obviously their support is limited to the financial kind.

Throughout the service I can feel eyes upon me. I tell myself it’s understandable. I’m new. I’m a woman. They’re seeing the dog collar, not me.

Rushton is a warm, ebullient speaker. Humorous in just the right places and not too heavy on biblical text. That may sound odd, but people don’t come to church to hear from the Bible. For a start, it was written thousands of years ago. It’s a little dry. The best vicars translate the Bible in a way which reflects the lives and concerns of their congregation. Rushton has it spot on. If I wasn’t so aware of being watched, I’d have taken notes.

Although I’ve been a practising vicar for over fifteen years, I still feel like I’m learning. Perhaps, as a woman, I’m conscious of how much harder it is to be taken seriously. Or perhaps all adults feel like that at times. Like we’re just playing at being grown-up, but inside we’re still children, shuffling around in oversized clothes, wishing someone would tell us that monsters don’t exist.

Rushton keeps the service short and sweet. Soon, the congregation start to file out. Rushton stands at the chapel entrance, shaking hands and making small talk. I hang back, not wanting to intrude. A few people ask how I’m settling in. Others remark how nice it is to have a fresh face at the church. Some markedly ignore me. That’s fine too. Finally, the last fluffy white head totters past and I breathe a sigh of relief. First public display over. Rushton pulls out his car keys.

‘Right, got to get to Warblers Green by eleven thirty, so I’ll catch you tomorrow.’

‘Tomorrow?’

‘Parish meeting. Nine a.m., here at the chapel. Just to run through all the boring administrative stuff.’

‘Oh, of course.’

I must have forgotten. Or maybe no one mentioned it. The whole relocation has been so swift, almost suspiciously so, like Durkin couldn’t wait to get rid of me.

‘Maybe we can catch up less formally at some point, too, over a coffee or, better still, a pint?’ Rushton continues.

‘Sounds good.’

‘Excellent. I’ve got your number. I’ll WhatsApp you.’

He grabs my hand again and pumps it vigorously. ‘I’m sure you’ll fit in here very well.’

I smile. ‘I already feel at home.’

He trots down to his bright yellow Fiat. I wave him off and walk back into the chapel. Aaron has collected the prayer books and disappeared back into the office. I’m not quite sure what Aaron’s skill sets are, but silently disappearing and reappearing have got to be up there.

I stand there for a moment, just taking in the chapel. There’s always a feeling once the congregation have left, like a slow exhalation of breath before a well-deserved rest. The presence of all those souls leaves an echo behind.

Except the chapel isn’t empty. Not quite. There’s a figure sitting in a pew at the front. I thought everyone had gone and wonder why Aaron hasn’t moved them on. Not that God has a kicking-out time, but very few churches can afford to leave their doors open all day. In the inner city this would be an invitation for drunks, drug addicts and prostitutes. Here, I imagine it’s more likely to be foxes, bats and rabbits.

I walk slowly down the aisle towards the figure. Barely more than a shadow in the dim light.

‘Excuse me?’

The figure doesn’t turn. It’s small, no more than a child, but no one would forget to take their child home with them, would they?

‘Are you okay?’

The figure still doesn’t turn. And now I realize that I can smell something. Faint but unmistakable. Smoke. Burning.

‘Reverend?’

I jump and spin around, squinting against the bright shaft of sunlight from the door. Aaron stands behind me. Again.

‘Je— Could you stop doing that?’

‘Doing what?’

‘Sorry. Never mind. Who’s the child?’

‘What child?’

‘The –’ I turn to point out the figure in the front pew.

I blink. The pew is empty, except for a black coat slung over the back, left behind by one of the parishioners. The hood is sticking up and, in the dim lighting, if you squinted, you might just mistake it for a person.

Aaron does something odd with his lips. It takes me a moment to realize that he is smiling.

‘I believe that’s Mrs Hartman’s coat. She’s always forgetting it. I’ll drop it off to her later.’

He walks over, picks the coat up and slings it over his arm. I feel my cheeks start to colour.

‘Right. Thanks. Sorry. It looked just like …’ I trail off. I’m sounding stupid. I need to regain some authority. ‘Why don’t I drop the coat off to Mrs Hartman?’

He frowns. ‘Well, she lives all the way down Peabody Lane, out near Harper’s Farm.’

My ears prick up. I hold out my hand. ‘That’s no problem at all.’
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EIGHT

Joan Hartman lives in a quaint whitewashed cottage down a narrow country track just wide enough to fit a car. Luckily, the only traffic I meet coming the other way is a family of pheasants who glare at the car with bright orange eyes before waddling off into the undergrowth.

‘Wings. God gave you wings!’ I mutter.

I pull up outside the cottage and climb out of my car, clutching Joan’s coat. The door is around the side. I push open the gate and walk along a path fringed by lupins and hollyhocks. Usually, with elderly parishioners, it takes at least three hefty knocks to summon them to the door. To my surprise, I’ve only just raised my hand when the door swings open.

Joan Hartman squints up at me through eyes cloudy with cataracts; five foot nothing, with a dusting of floury-white hair, wearing a purple dress and leaning heavily on a cane.

‘Hello,’ I say, thinking I’ll probably need to refresh her memory. ‘I’m –’

‘I know,’ she says. ‘I hoped you’d come.’

She turns and trots back into the cottage.

That seems to be my invitation to enter. I follow her, pulling the door shut behind me.

It’s dark and welcomingly cool inside. The windows are small and leaded, the walls thick stone. The front door leads straight into a kitchen that’s so low-beamed my head brushes the warped wood. There are quarry tiles on the floor, an old range and
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