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It happened again. He couldn’t remember what it was exactly, but it was important. He knew that.

A great black hole was in his mind, his memories getting sucked into it, never to be seen again.

Like lost socks.

‘You going to stand there as if someone insulted your mum?’ said Vincent.

‘Where are we?’ Harry asked.

‘Hate to be the one to say it, Harry, but your brain’s breaking.’

A black-out. Like the ones before. It started happening after the windmill where Leviticus Hollow had used his machine and had turned into a dragon that stretched across the whole of the sky.

Whumpf, whumpf, whumpf—Harry remembered the sound the machine made. The blood on the pavement. The two bodies.

Vincent readjusted his grip on the revolver. His fist was bandaged and bloody. His eye was a fat, purple knot.

‘What happened to your face?’ said Harry.

‘Forget about that,’ said Vincent, pointing up. ‘Check it out.’

Harry saw the serpent etched and painted onto the wooden sign. Below it was the name of the business: The Gurt and Wurm Wax Museum.

‘It’s him?’ said Harry. ‘Is it really Leviticus Hollow?’

Vincent nodded. The revolver shook slightly in his hand.

Harry hadn’t forgotten everything. He still knew who he was. Still remembered that his daughter had been taken. Knew he was about to enter the dark where she would probably be alongside the man who had taken her. Except he was finally at the end of his search (how did we get here?) and he didn’t know if he had the courage to conclude it: unable to act, unable to turn words (I’ll save you, Angie) into action (by any means necessary ... except ...).

His head hurt. An enormous pressure in the back of his brain was making him dizzy.

He didn’t want to go in until he knew for sure (nothing’s ever certain, Harry) that he was on the right path. But there was something else. The clock was wrong—the stars were wrong.

He had to go back to before the windmill, to before the black-outs. Wind the clock back—wind it back to when Harry returned to Somerset.

Start from when things made sense.

Tick.
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And then he was back. This is where Harry Chamberlain had begun his search for his daughter four months ago, driving with the window down, sometimes pulled over reading a map billowing on the car bonnet, his brother-in-law pissing into the long grass. They hadn’t found her. But they were back.

Somerset, May 3rd, 1975.

The police worked within a jurisdiction of laws and rules. That’s why Harry and Vincent set out to look for her themselves—because they had no jurisdiction. And Vincent had a small collection of firearms if it came to that. It almost did come to that. It was going to come to that again and worse.

Vincent let the car idle outside a stucco cottage and Harry could see his wife Helen through the kitchen window. Vincent lit a cigarette.

‘It’s never easy,’ said Harry, ‘coming back. Feel like Jack without the golden goose.’

Vincent put his hand on Harry’s shoulder. ‘We’re gonna find her. I promise you.’

‘That’s what I told Helen,’ said Harry. ‘But deep inside, you can never know.’

‘You’ve got to banish that darkness.’

‘Yeah, how?’

‘A little light called hope, I guess.’

Harry shivered. ‘Déjà vu,’ he said. ‘And not the good kind. You want to come in?’

Vincent drew heavily on the cigarette, the tip glowing red. ‘Another day, Harry. That’s another promise.’

Harry walked up to the front door. It opened before he could knock. She had tears in her eyes. Her hair was loose. Then she fell into his arms.

It had been four months since Harry had seen Helen. She’d lost some weight. He didn’t mind. He didn’t care.

She noticed that there was no child by his side—he hadn’t found her, then, had he?

And she wanted to confirm even though she knew. Harry saw it, perhaps in her eyes, and shook his head.

‘Is she ... ?’ she was asking.

‘She’s still out there,’ he was answering.

‘And what about Vincent?’ Helen asked, looking over Harry’s shoulder. ‘He’s too much of a coward to see me?’

The Ford Capri roared off down the street, a cigarette butt spinning out of the driver’s window, the engine noise fading into the distance. Then there were no sounds except for the distant barking of a dog, a wooden gate locking.

‘He cares too much about you,’ said Harry. ‘Seeing you like this. Even bravery has its limits. Shall we go inside?’

She felt silly and ashamed that she’d just left him at the door like that. Her skin was fair and scattered with moles and when she blushed from anger or embarrassment the three moles on her neck stood out like the stars of Orion’s belt.

She watched him at the cabinet pouring a glass of gin and topping it off with tonic water. He seemed different. His eyes had changed. Like an oil lamp at the end of its wick.

He was once an architect but that had changed even before their daughter was taken—kidnapped from her bedroom one night, about 9 P.M. No sound, the window was locked, no clues, no trace.

Helen and Harry had bought this house with the plan to gut it and rebuild it in a visage of their liking. It was their golden ticket. They were going to sell it after the renovations and build their dream home atop some hill in Somerset somewhere. Sunday mornings he and Angie and Helen were going to sit on the front deck and watch the sun rise pink on the horizon and burn the mist out of the fields of the Somerset Levels, flooding them with golden light.

Forget all that. They were broke. He had squandered their money on a bad deal. That was the wedge between them. She wanted a home which she could invite guests to and be proud of but all she had was a house that leaked when it rained and shuddered when the wind blew. How many years did Helen have to wait for him to do anything about that? Push aside the thought. Your husband loves you. He’s just an idiot when it comes to money. Maybe he did become a cretin in Crete.

I made a bad financial decision. I’ll get out of it. I’ll do better. I’ll finish the house. Anyone could have made the same mistake.

Coulda, Woulda, Shoulda.

And she would stare at him and feel guilty for thinking bad things about him. Because she loved him. She did. Just hated his idiotic brain. How long ago it seemed, those petty things. Now all she wanted was her husband in her bed and her daughter returned from that void that some people seem to fall into without a trace.

Helen stood behind Harry—he could feel her breath on his neck and the hairs on his arms stood up. She touched his hand, rough and coarse, remnants of bruises woven into the skin, flickers of half-moon scars on his knuckles. These weren’t here when he’d left.

‘I missed you, Harry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t know how much I needed you until you went away.’

‘I didn’t have a choice.’ He drank half the glass. ‘I have to find her.’

‘I know.’

She was closer now—could feel his heart beating against the frontiers of his chest. She believed a person was made up of finite pieces and everywhere they went a bit of them was lost to that place. What did the world gain and what had her husband lost? Infinite questions, finite time. Suddenly that sense of their being strangers to each other vanished. She looked up at him as he looked down at her and then they both found each other’s lips.

Blue tarpaulins gusted in the wind.

The truth was that she hadn’t coped alone for the last few months. The cold bed. The meals. The shadows. Her mind. All things that haunted her while he was out there searching. There were moments in those months when she wondered if their relationship would last in the wake of Angie’s disappearance. He’d promised to find her. He hadn’t. Not yet. She didn’t want to know what that meant.

Looking at him, she was afraid that he might be a dream that could pop out of existence if she looked away. Forget the house and his stupid mistakes. Forgiveness was never easy and yet here she was with that choice. Let it all go—the baggage, the history, the ill-decisions. Everyone is a diamond even though no one is perfect—no one without their flaws.

Urgently, she led her husband to the bedroom and made love to him with the door open and the window ajar and the curtains puffing.

They’d lain there together for a long time entwined beneath the blankets. The sun eventually dipped behind the rooftops and the sky faded to a midnight pond shining with tiny lights and interspersed with lily pads in the shape of clouds. Harry slept all night and Helen woke several times in a panic, thinking she was alone again, but he was there. In his dreams he spoke of a red sun dying on the horizon and its blood drenching the land. She grabbed his coarse hand, his face draped with silver moonlight, and squeezed gently, lovingly, desperately. He was real. He was there. He was back.

But for how long?
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A STINGING PAIN IN his chest, like an old bruise.
‘You keep rubbing that spot,’ said Christopher Chamberlain.
‘It’s nothing,’ said Harry. ‘Transient pain.’

Harry was sitting on the bar stool beside his father Christopher Chamberlain at the Silver Lightning. His father was hunched over the wooden counter, his spine curved, his face flushed with alcohol, a pint of ale half-whittled down beside his elbow. He had the kind of moustache that looked like the end of a push-broom. Shaved off only once since 1942. It was silver. A dull sheen. Tarnished gun metal. He wore an old leather aviator jacket—scuffed and creased, like his hands.

‘Your lead went nowhere,’ said Harry.

‘Is that right?’

‘It brought me right back to where I was.’

Harry took a wad of cash from his pocket—bound by a rubber band—and gave it to his father.

‘What’s this?’ said Christopher. ‘You pay your old man to sit down and drink with him?’

‘For the files. The lead.’

‘Did I lead you to believe I was doing so for profit? You said so yourself. It led you nowhere. Some lead.’ He slurped on his drink, rubbed his chin—stubble, coarse and rough, the sound of sandpaper.

‘It’s not much,’ said Harry. ‘Might get you off my back.’

‘I get it. I get it. The money cleans your conscience, huh? So you can stay mad at me. So you can keep it business and not familial duty. Keep me in the dark closet and you with a chip on your shoulder.’

‘If I learnt about walls I learnt it from you.’

‘I shut you out? I was as open as a whore house in Saigon. I opened myself up and showed the world all my guts.’

Harry was about to stand up when Christopher grabbed his son’s forearm. ‘Now’s not the time to continue a petty grudge. One day I hope we can be as we were, Henry. We’ve got a Dead Woman’s Ditch between us and we keep finding bodies that further tear us apart. The world won’t give up the bodies, so maybe we can just stop looking for them.’

Harry turned to the barkeep, George, and ordered a shot of gin for himself and a rum for his father. ‘Here’s to Angie,’ said Harry.

Christopher raised his glass, his eyes glinting in the light. Then the empty shot glasses thudded against the counter.

‘Does Helen know you’re a lousy drunk?’ said Chris, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

Oh, did she ever. However, what she didn’t know was that he wanted to be a drunkard. He wanted to fall into a bottle and not get out. When Angie went missing he tried to make it a habit but failed miserably. It wasn’t in his blood. Out of all the things he couldn’t control (money), alcohol wasn’t one. He could have one after another after another until he fell down for the night but the next day he was back to tap dancing.

‘I wish I could take it all back,’ said Chris. ‘I wish I’d focused more on you and your mother and not the war. I mean that from the bottom of my heart. You try and save one person without realising you’re losing someone else at the same time. It’s a game of whack-a-mole.’

Harry just nodded.

‘Where are you and Vincent off to next?’

‘I think,’ Harry started, ‘we’re going to hang out in Somerset for a while.’

‘You think she could still be here?’

‘That lead you gave us, the one in Wightford—it eventually pointed right back here again. So, we’re still looking at the info you gave us. She’s either here or she’s long gone. So, here we are.’

Christopher seemed genuinely surprised. ‘A new lead? Who?’

‘I’m meeting a man later.’

‘Let me guess. Vincent got someone talking.’

‘He’s good like that.’

‘This lead got a name?’

‘Yeah, I guess he does. Gideon Candlemass. You ever heard of him?’

Chris gulped his drink and thought about the name, his brow furrowing. ‘Can’t say that name rings a bell. I’m certain. Never heard that name in my life. Hey, get me another drink over here.’

Harry pushed himself off the bar stool, clapping his father on the back, and left.

Runner’s Alley was cobbles and brick. The wooden sign of the Silver Lightning depicted an RAF fighter plane cutting through clouds illuminated by a single bolt of lightning unwound like silk. The sign groaned on its chains and dripped water onto a slick, black puddle green with moss.

Harry walked back to his car and sat listening to the radio and whiled away the time thinking about his father. Puddles on the street riffled in the breeze.

Then he heard Creedence Clearwater Revival’s Bad Moon Rising come on. It was tuned to Radio 66.6. From 8 P.M. onwards Cemetery Stacey hosted her graveyard show. After Harry had lost his job for a Bristol firm, he began mopping floors at the station while Stacey talked about cryptids and ghosts and dystopian futures.

It was about six months ago now when he was put into Stacey’s hot seat and grilled on the airwaves. A month before the incident. Before Angie vanished. Cemetery Stacey’s scheduled guest hadn’t shown up and it was her marvellous idea to bring on the janitor—the son of Chris Chamberlain. Because, of course, everyone in Somerset knew about Crazy Chris. Harry wished he had never sat down, wished he had never listened to Stacey, wished he had just stayed inside scrubbing toilet bowls.

But of course that didn’t happen. Instead, Harry had gone outside to smoke a cigarette and drink a beer. A clear winter night, the twinkling stars like icicles in the sky, cigarette smoke in his lungs. And then Stacey came out and changed everything forever.

‘Can I bum a cig?’ she asked and outstretched her hand.

He lit her one and passed it over. She indulged and printed black lipstick on the filter. Crossing one arm, she said, ‘Those weather wizard fraudsters on the radio are talking about storms and snow again.’

‘You thinking about getting into weather conspiracies, Stace?’

‘Might do. What’ve I got to lose? My regular guests have trouble showing up.’

‘Another no show?’ Harry asked.

‘Apparently his tour bus crashed. Everyone’s A-Okay. Shame for me though. I’ve got a slot to fill and I’m all out of jokes. You want a shot at stardom?’

‘Stardom? Are there enough listeners for that to happen?’

‘You want in or not?’

‘What have I got to do?’

‘Talk about your dad maybe. How your dad’s an alien freak.’

‘I don’t talk about my dad.’

‘Come onnnn, Harry. Caretaker spills the beans. Government cover up. The UK in bed with American aliens. It’s hot news.’

She raised her eyebrows.

[image: image]

‘YOU EVER LOOKED UP at the night sky and seen inexplicable lights darting across it? Ever seen an elliptical disc whizzing through the night? Had little grey men ram steel tools up your backside? Beep, boop. You’re being tracked. Tonight we’re rushing to the surface to take a good look at the sky as we listen to the son of the man who put the words of UFOs and Martians on the lips of the nation. This is Harry, son of Chris Chamberlain. Introduce yourself, Harry.’

‘Hi. I’m Harry. I used to be an architect. That means I used to design houses for people far richer than myself.’

‘Fascinating.’

‘And often with far worse taste. Anyhow, now I scrub floors and disinfect toilet bowls.’

‘Your father sat in front of Britain in 1965 and told it all. A respected fighter pilot, purple heart.’

‘He didn’t say they were from Mars, Stace.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘You said my father talked about Martians. He never specifically said they were from Mars.’

‘So you believe him?’

‘No, but I don’t think we need to muddy the waters either. No need to spike the punch bowl.’

‘Were you always sceptical of your father’s words?’

‘I thought he should have kept them to himself.’

‘Where do you stand, Harry? Are you a believer?’

‘I’ll believe it when I see it, Stacey.’

‘Believe it when you see it. A sceptic. Samuel Sutherland was on last month, and he was talking about the future of computers. This decade alone we’ve seen the rise in personal computers no longer confined to laboratories. You know what he told me, Harry?’

‘Tell me.’

‘He and his company are already trying to get those computers down to the size of a shoe. A blimmin shoe, Harry. You could be playing Pong as you go get ice cream. Do you believe that?’

‘I suppose I do, Stace. I suppose I do.’

‘So you aren’t sceptical about that? Only selectively sceptical? Grays and lights and bottom probes are where you draw the line?’

‘Sutherland and his team have got a good track record, right? The best in the industry.’

‘Well, so they say.’

‘Yeah, so they say.’

‘Maybe he’s not this tech wizard he claims to be,’ said Stacey.

‘Maybe he’s a fraudster like those guys on the weather channel?’

‘That’s always a possibility.’

Then she continued talking—Harry could see Stacey’s mouth moving, but there was no sound. It was as if someone had pushed the mute button on reality. Then as abruptly as the sound had been removed from the room, another sound appeared in his headphones. It was, at first, a dull hum, which became a high-pitched whirring, a screech of sorts. Then a voice. No, not a voice, but voices, and they were coming from within the whirring. Stacey was leaning forward and fiddling with the knobs.

‘What’s that about?’ Harry asked. He heard himself say this. Then he heard Stacey again.

‘Probably something from the Buzzer,’ she said. ‘But... I’ve never heard it like this before. And it certainly has never kicked us off the air before. Hold on, Harry. I’m trying to get us back. It was like some kind of solar flare maybe.’

Then Harry was saying, ‘You do you. But what if being you sucks? That’s the fear. That being you is the equivalent of being an imitation of a copy of a copy of someone who did it better. So that’s what you end up doing anyway, but at least you’re not exposing your real self in the process.’

Harry stopped, blinked. He couldn’t remember what he was talking about. ‘Uh, Stacey. What was the question?’ A faint hiss of static.

‘I asked you about the Heart of Wovenham. You okay?’

But Harry must have heard something else entirely. He continued on from where he had left off: ‘The revelation that personalities are a kind of mask can be shocking and exhilarating,’ he started and Stacey didn’t stop him, ‘but how many masks does one person wear? That’s another game altogether. And the masks aren’t just stacked up vertically either. They flow sideways. And when you find one, the one beneath it is hiding the one next to that. It’s bullshit all the way through. So when you one night sit in the dark alone you don’t even know who you really are. That’s a terrifying thought.’

‘Terrifying indeed.’

Stacey thanked Harry for coming on and then cut to the 1969 song The White Witch of Rose Hell by Coven.

Immediately he went outside and fired up another cigarette, and when he saw Stacey again he asked, ‘What was that all about?’

‘I was going to ask you the same thing, love. You completely spaced out. Started talking about masks. You okay, Harry?’

His brow was beaded with sweat. ‘I was in the car with Helen the other day.’ He flicked his unfinished cigarette onto the ice puddle.

‘Who’s Helen?’

‘My wife. So, we were coming back from my dad’s place—you know, that farmhouse on the Levels where he keeps his plane—and we had your show on the radio. There was this voice. Helen said it was a high-pitched whirring sound.’

‘Uh-huh. Like the one tonight?’

‘The very same, apparently. You playing tricks on your listeners?’

‘It ain’t me, love.’

‘What is it then?’

‘Beats me.’ She continued on from where Harry left off by lighting her own cigarette with a small silver lighter. She sucked in the smoke and exhaled like a donkey. ‘My first thought was some sort of radio broadcast, like the Buzzer, but this one ... it’s not pleasant at all.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘The sound, Harry, as though sound had taken on the form of an ice pick going at it on your brain.’

‘You didn’t hear the voices?’

‘What voices?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Come on, Harry—what voices?’

‘I heard a couple of voices, that’s all.’

‘Come on, spud. You can’t tease me like that. Tell me about your voices on the radio.’

She was beaming, one elbow crooked, the cigarette between her bright red fingernails twisting into dark.

But he never did say what exactly he heard or the kind of voices that had spoken on the radio that night. They were having a conversation. He was sure he wasn’t supposed to have understood a single word. He felt he had walked in on something no mortal man should have. Like a child walking in on their parents during an act of copulation.

A car had honked its horn and Harry was back in Bridgewater. Harry switched off the radio. The driver was yelling at him through the windshield. He wanted Harry’s parking spot. You moving or you staying, he mouthed through the glass. Then he mouthed something unpleasant.

Harry had a bad feeling that night, as if he had talked about something he shouldn’t have. As if someone that night was listening to that interview. He didn’t know how, but he believed that night was connected to Angie’s disappearance.

The driver held his fist against the horn for several seconds. Harry turned the ignition key and let him have his space. He had more important places to be, anyway.
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‘SO THIS ISN’T EVEN his house?’ Vincent asked. He had one hand on the steering wheel, a cigarette crisping at his knuckles.

‘Nope,’ said Harry.

‘He’s a squatter or something.’

‘Seems like it. If we’re lucky, he’ll still be here.’

Harry and Vincent were sat in the Capri watching the cottage across the street for a good ten minutes. Vincent’s hair was long, an inch above his shoulders, and his moustache was coming in thick and black in the shape of a handlebar.

They saw a shadow sweep behind the curtained windows and movement of light and knew that there was someone inside.

Vincent slipped the revolver from his waistband and opened the chamber wheel. Six shells winking in the light. He closed it again with his thumb.

‘Think that’s a good idea?’ Harry asked. ‘We don’t know anything about him.’

‘It’s all precaution.’

‘I’m starting to think you’ve got a hard on for your guns. Like you’re just looking for an excuse to use them.’

Vincent was a collector. Most of the guns that he collected were illegal in the UK. Many had been manufactured in the Soviet Union, others in Italy and Germany and then later into the Soviet Bloc and into Britain. He had a couple of antique revolvers from 19th century America he had bought for a man’s life-savings, and they were his favourites. He had two leather hip-holsters for them and he liked to look at himself in the mirror and pretend he was riding with Jesse James or Billy the Kid. Harry didn’t mind—some people had addictions to drugs and prostitutes—because at least Vincent wasn’t hurting himself and he had no intentions of using those guns on anyone. He just cleaned them regularly and kept them hidden. Well, that was then and this is now. Now he might actually have an excuse to get himself into a whole heap of trouble. Harry was worried. But maybe not worried enough.

‘Tell me I’m wrong, Harry. Imagine this clown pulled a .45 and it was between you and Angie. You wouldn’t shoot?’

He was right. They could go in and be gunned down, stabbed, outmuscled. He kept a hunting knife in a leather sheath at his hip. He reluctantly nodded.

‘You keep it holstered,’ Harry was saying as he got out of the car.

‘Hey, man, don’t you tell me what to do.’ But Harry was already crossing the street.

There had been a fire in the living room, one that had raged long enough to kiss the furniture black, smoulder the walls, ashen the carpet, and leave a hole in the ceiling. A small, portable puppet booth had died in the flames too, crumpled in the corner, melted as if black tar had been tossed over it.

Vincent stared up through the hole in the ceiling: clouds shifted in the sky, leaves from a nearby tree floated down.

Then he and Harry were kicking open doors, ripping open wardrobes and cabinets, searching for someone or a clue to someone’s presence. Then: the toilet door. Vincent kicked at it so hard wood splintered. The door whipped back and hit a man sitting on the shitter.

The man screamed and continued screaming as he was pulled off the toilet seat and dragged into the living room, his trousers around his ankles, his glasses arching across the room.

Vincent was pulling the revolver out of his waistband when it caught on his belt.

The screaming man raised his arm—an arm that was red and black and cracked like pavement. It made Harry feel a warm vibration, hear a humming in his ears. His heart began racing—thump, thump, thump, th-ummpmpmmpmmp. His vision blurred.

‘My arm told me I was going to have visitors,’ said the man, Gideon Candlemass. ‘Two actually, one with a sword.’ He looked up at the barrel of the revolver invading his space. ‘Maybe I misinterpreted the sword part.’

Harry blinked. His heart rate stabilised. He set his hand on the gun barrel and eased it down.

‘What do you mean, “your arm told you”?’ he asked.

‘That’s a novella in itself.’ Gideon narrowed his eyes. ‘You haven’t killed me yet. I don’t owe you or anyone else any money. I can’t see what you could possibly want with me.’ He looked over at Harry. ‘You’re looking for someone, aren’t you?’

Harry swallowed. He tried to keep his cool. ‘I know you were investigating it. You chased UFOs until your bank account was in the red.’

‘I filed for bankruptcy. I’m clean. I owe nothing to no one.’

‘I just want to know what you know.’

‘I don’t know much about anything, not least anything that would concern you.’

Vincent: ‘Don’t play games you can’t win, shitbag.’

‘Oh, I lost the game many years ago, I assure you.’

Harry pulled out the Polaroid of Angie.

‘Her name is Evangeline. Evangeline Chamberlain. She’s known as Angie. Have you seen her? Have you heard anyone talking about her? Look at the photo.’

Gideon squinted at it. ‘Cute kid. I think.’

‘Have you seen her?’

‘Sorry.’

‘Fuck,’ said Vincent.

Harry rolled up his sleeve, grabbed Gideon by his throat.

‘But I know of them,’ said Gideon quickly. ‘The other children that’ve gone missing all around Somerset. You’ve heard of that, right? I worked that case. My last case. The one connected to the lights. The one that ruined me.’

‘Go on.’

‘Baked beans and canned spaghetti. Kids going missing, right from their bedrooms. Vanished into thin air. That kind of case that doesn’t want to be solved. There hasn’t been anything this bad since Disco.’

‘Share with us. She’s only seven years old.’

‘If I’d found what I was looking for, you think I’d be living like this? I’ve flushed my career, my reputation and all my money down the toilet.’

Vincent lowered the revolver but kept it resting at his hip, the barrel still at Gideon’s face. ‘I don’t work well with threats, gentlemen. It makes me feel icky. Can I pull up my trousers?’

‘Go ahead.’

He pulled his trousers back on and was buckling them while Vincent stepped back and leaned against the wall. He fired up a cigarette. He smoked and watched.

‘Let me take a guess,’ said Gideon. ‘Your daughter... there was a bright light, you may have seen it flooding through the window, or beneath the door, around its edges. Then ... plumpf.’

‘Plumpf?’

‘Gone,’ he said, his eyes boggling. ‘Taken.’

‘Where?’

‘That’s the answer to the riddle, Batman. Have you talked to Chester yet?’

‘Who’s Chester?’

‘You had me naked at the waist with a gun in my face and you haven’t even spoken to Chester Hippolyte yet? He’s ex-military—USA—he did laundry for loaners who never paid back their loans. He brought in people who refused to come in on their own accord. Not like a ninja—more like a giant boogeyman. Come in, snatch you, take you out to his car and stuff you in the boot. No witnesses. All careful, all professional. Then he’d drive away and no one would even hear you screaming behind the sock in your mouth held in place by duct tape. Not with the car engine. I met him at the tor one night. He’d agreed. I came prepared. A small piece—a .22 pistol in my pocket. I wasn’t happy to see him. I quit that gig years ago, he says, right off the bat. I nod. I ask him what he’s heard—what he knows. He’s about to tell me when a lightning bolt comes out of nowhere. We both watch it strike the tower, split in two, snake across the grass toward both of us. I was put on my back, and Chester tumbled down the hill, rolling and flipping like a car tyre, all the way down to the bottom like Jack without Jill.’

Harry looked over at Vincent; Vincent shrugged back. ‘Well, what did Chester say?’ snapped Vincent.

‘This was two months ago. He won’t talk to me anymore. Seems to think I had something to do with the lightning.’

‘Did you?’ said Vincent. He’d glanced up through the living room hole.

‘Caused a lightning bolt? Are you mad? Of course I wasn’t involved.’

The cigarette dangled off Vincent’s lips. He lifted the curtain with his finger to check the street.

‘Let’s wrap it up,’ he said.

‘Maybe you can have more luck with that brute,’ said Gideon. ‘But I’ll tell you one thing, both of you. That night on the tor, something changed Chester.’

Gideon raised his arm. It was leathery, black, scattered with blisters. An abrupt blast pushed against Harry. He squeezed shut his eyes.

Gideon said, ‘And my arm. Sometimes I feel like there’s something inside. I can hear it, like a whisper. Like the skin is whispering to me. Listen.’

In the distance, sirens.

‘Let’s book it, Harry,’ said Vincent, then to Gideon: ‘Clean yourself up, man. You fucking stink.’

Striding out of the house, Harry and Vincent.

Harry: eyes on the Capri. Vincent: shoving the revolver into his waistband, the butt pushing against the small of his back. Sirens in the distance fading, growing. Vincent flicked the cigarette sparking into the garden.

They cracked open the car doors, slid in. Harry buckling up; Vincent thumped the steering wheel with the flats of his hands. ‘That damn rat-wanker,’ he said. ‘Another one dead in the water.’

‘Calm it, Vincent.’

‘Every day we have to deal with these nutters, Harry. We have to put up with their deliriums, trying to pick apart the real, the unreal, the relevant, the rubbish.’ He glanced at the rear-view mirror. ‘We keep getting led round the block. Each one of these loons is more deranged than the one before.’

‘You don’t have to be here,’ said Harry. ‘You can go home.’

‘Hey, that’s not what I meant.’ Vincent plugged in the ignition key and twisted. The engine turned and started up. ‘Sometimes I feel we’re so close, and yet other times, like this one, we couldn’t be farther away.’

‘We did get a new name,’ said Harry. ‘Plus there’s something about him ... I don’t think this one was for nothing.’

‘He’s the worst one we’ve come across,’ said Vincent. ‘You see his arm? Thinks something’s living inside it.’

Vincent pressed his foot on the clutch and with the palm of his hand put the gear stick into first. The Capri spun rubber as it shot down the street.

Harry couldn’t rid himself of that feeling he’d had. A great force. It made him feel uneasy, queasy, nauseous.

‘Chester Hippolyte,’ said Harry.

‘Woo-hoo,’ said Vincent, skidding left at an interjection, Harry hanging onto the handle above the window, the metal frame of the car moaning. ‘Let’s go round the merry-go-round,’ he added. ‘Down the well, through the door, back into the world of crazies.’

He switched on the radio. A rock channel. Terry Jacks was singing Seasons in the Sun. He pressed the pedal harder.

‘What’s the hurry?’ said Harry. No lights in the side mirror.

‘I’ve gotta take a leak real bad.’


4

A PAYPHONE ON THE SIDE of the road. Stickers on the glass: MISS SWALLOWS’S TEA HOUSE. COME FOR THE TEA, STAY FOR THE BUTTERED BISCUITS. Harry looking through the phone book chained to the booth. Flipping the pages.

Hippolyte, C.

Not one in the whole county.

A pseudonym, a ghost, or just unlisted.

Vincent was leaning against the side of the Ford Capri. ‘Were you really expecting him to be in there?’ he asked.

‘I’d look really stupid if he had been and I never checked.’

‘You’re going to look stupid no matter what you do.’

Harry extended his middle finger.

The grass in the field was undulating in the wind. Vincent brushed hair from his eyes, crushed out a cigarette butt on the gravel with the tip of his shoe.

5

HOME WAS MEANT TO BE the one place from which you can shelter from the storm of the world. Though he loved his wife more than words could ever express, the hole that their daughter’s disappearance had cored into them was deep, as though her absence was a wound so broad that it had left a scar across both of their hearts and right through their house.

Helen was an amateur photographer. She liked to keep her work on the walls in their living room. Her favourite things to capture in her lens and on film were people and places. There’s a soul to catch in the eyes of a person—Helen’s words. Souls are generally shy though, so you must be patient. Places also have souls. Those are a little harder to find. Not about patience but having the right eye. Like dusting for prints in just the right spot. That’s what I like to capture (capture, she would also say: as though she were collecting snapshots of time). Greyscale beaches of rolling waves creaming against the shore—Harry’s favourites. Something about the twirling, charcoal clouds. Muted but not silent. The eye of a seagull (there’s a soul there too, and ancient). She kept her work alongside the items and photographs they had taken on Kodak disposable film during their honeymoon to Egypt in 1969 and a day trip to Birnbeck Pier last December: Angie on Harry’s shoulders, her face beaming. He had borrowed her instant Polaroid camera when he went out to look for Angie and he kept it under the passenger seat of his car, and later Vincent’s. Next to Harry’s HAM radio (which was his father’s) there was a photograph of them together when they went to Crete.

Remember—Helen’s words again—when we lived and loved as Cretans. Not cretins, of course, but Cretans! Tell me, my darling, why does it matter the difference? To live together in the bliss of an Eden, that, my darling, is all that matters. Oh, how lovely, the sea and sand. We’ll come here every year won’t we, Harry? Once a year we will be Cretans (not cretins!) and lounge on Champagne beaches while the water gleams like jewels.

But they never went back. And Helen relived those moments in her mind and in the photographs she developed in her own red room (oh, Harry, just what I wanted—my own room to develop my own photographs). And so the things that were planned receded in one direction, and what they had done faded into another.

Her hair fell long below her shoulder blades, wavy but not yet curling, like a series of waning crescent moons the colour of heart wood. Their daughter Angie had looked so much like Harry up until the age of five when the buds of Helen’s genes bloomed and their daughter took on those delicate features of her mother. Delicate features that encased an intense fire. And the strength of a bronze bull. Fitting
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