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Monday

Saul Anguish hated the police. The filth, his mother called them, her lip curling in disgust. Whenever a patrol car came into view, his father made pig-like grunts. ‘Don’t even look at them, boy.’ Then he’d smack Saul on the head to remind him the Anguish family had standards.

His father was dead now and good riddance to him. His mother was an alcoholic. But their distrust of authority had seeped into their son’s bones.

The boy called Saul crouched on the damp sand, inspecting it. He was not yet a man although tall enough to pass for one. Wind ruffled his hair, which was so white it seemed part of the sky. He shivered. It was a bitter day and the horizon was heavy with cloud. Even so, it was clear enough to see the small island in the distance, nestled among the salt lagoon and the trees.

Saul studied the grains of sand, darkened by seawater. He frowned, curious to understand what he was seeing. A mound of sand moved steadily in a straight line as if it were alive. He tracked it across the beach until its progress was halted by the footpath. Then a crab burrowed its way out and scuttled towards the scrubby vegetation.

He sucked in a breath. He had a good idea of its destination, an abandoned nature reserve on the island. Surrounded by mudflats and home to thousands of wildfowl, it had been reclaimed by the earth. He’d read all the newspaper stories and watched the Channel 4 programme alongside Gloria. But it had been closed to visitors for three decades.

Still, Saul had never worried much about rules.

He strode in the same direction as the crab. The air tasted of salt and seaweed. A pair of seagulls screamed at each other above his head. Fifteen minutes later, he’d crossed a narrow bridge and stood at the island’s edge.

Saul had been fascinated by the natural world since he could walk. Although he had grown up in the middle of the city, he longed for something different. As a child, he’d collected dead insects in matchboxes and studied their bodies. As a teenager, his interest had grown and his heart had beaten faster with each new discovery. But it was the living population of this island that had drawn his attention today.

Saul took a step forward, listening carefully. He could hear the reedy cries of the birds. A sandpiper, perhaps? And, beyond that, a deeper sound, a sort of burrowing and scratching. He forced himself to concentrate and walked a few steps further.

A rush of movement stilled him in his tracks. Even though he had known what to expect, the sight stunned him. He wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes.

A wall of crabs faced him, some the size of dinner plates. They were clambering over each other, too many to count. But if Saul was forced to guess, he’d have said there were at least fifty. A hundred. Probably more.

The authorities had closed the nature reserve for safety reasons after the crabs had invaded it. The crabs had arrived in ships from far-flung places and now they had taken it over, digging holes into the earth and weakening its structure. Chunks of the island’s edge had collapsed into the water. It was unstable and unsafe. But Saul didn’t care.

He watched them, fascinated. Their shells were dark and mottled, a muddy brown. Their claws were razor-sharp and hungry. An infestation. The stuff of nightmares.

Intrigued, he took another step closer. The crabs were focused on something he couldn’t see, their movements more frenzied than he might have expected. He wondered if a deer had wandered onto the nature reserve and become trapped. Or perhaps it was an injured seabird. Even a gull with its powerful beak and wings would be no match for these invaders.

The wind had picked up. It was cold, carrying with it the promise of sleet. Saul became aware of the isolation, the creep of day towards dusk. His mobile phone was almost out of battery and there were no streetlamps until the mainland. If he was going to make it off the island before dark, he ought to leave now.

But he burned to know more.

The teenager considered what to do next. He glanced around, seeking inspiration. A large branch brought down in the previous week’s gales was within easy reach. He picked it up, the bark rough against his skin. Then he poked it into the writhing mass.

They scattered immediately, a few in his direction. One grazed the surface of his trainer and he shook it off. He caught the scent of brine and rust, and a stronger smell, like rotten meat. A handful of the crabs had not moved, their desire for food greater than their fear.

He could see something underneath them, but it was difficult to tell exactly what. He moved closer and the smell grew stronger. The light was fading quickly now, and Saul struggled to see. He knew he should leave but something kept him there.

One of the larger crabs began to fight with another. Their claws knocked together, making a hollow sound. Saul caught a glimpse of something pale in the sandy mulch, and the glint of gold. He crouched, aiming for a closer look, and then wished he hadn’t.

It wasn’t the clumps of hair that disturbed him. Or the blurred edges of what had once been flesh. It wasn’t even the fingers that had been stripped to the bone.

It was the expensive gold watch. Strapped to the wrist of an arm that had once belonged to a living person. The watch’s hands had stopped at twelve thirty. An idle thought popped into his head: half past noon or midnight? If Saul’s suspicions were correct, he knew the answer to that.

Stealing was second nature to Saul. As a boy, he had taken trinkets from the other children. A marble here, a badge there. As a teenager, he had shoplifted meals for himself and his mother. The reward money he’d earned from saving a young child from a serial killer two years previously remained untouched, locked away in a trust. And so he scrabbled a living here and there, on the fringes of poverty.

Saul poked the crabs away again and worked quickly, unfastening the catch of the watch. One crab tried to nip him but he snatched up his hand just in time. He was not disgusted by what he was touching. It was spoiled meat, that was all. He slipped the watch into his pocket, reassured by its weight. He could get forty pounds for it at the pawn shop. Not that he planned to sell it.

It was dark by the time Saul arrived back at the flat he shared with his mother, Gloria. The dusty rooms were deserted but an empty vodka bottle sat on the kitchen table. No doubt she’d had a liquid dinner.

He checked the fridge. It contained an onion and half a block of cheese, blue mould on its rind. He could buy himself something to eat from the kebab shop. But he couldn’t be bothered going out again.

With a small knife, he cut the cheese into chunks, eating around the mould. Then he placed the gold watch gently on the table, face down.

A couple of grains of sand had got stuck in the inscription on the back of the watch. Saul brushed them away with his thumb. The bulb in the kitchen had stopped working and the room was lit by the moon. In its weak light, Saul traced the name engraved on a dead man’s watch.

Solomon Anguish.

His father.
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