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Monday


 

Two hours after the Sherman tank rolled through Wareham, the cellars of the King’s Arms flooded. Water rose higher and higher, seeping through the iron gratings on to the pavement above. Outside the garage, in a dip in the road, the pool was soon ankle deep. Carts, cars and Jeeps splashed down North Street, spraying the passers-by.

Vic Smith’s dog – a mongrel with traces of greyhound or whippet – barked a series of warnings before circling fast, chasing its own tail.

As a brilliant sheen settled over the town centre, and the Cross turned into a shallow lake that glittered in the May sunshine, Wareham police station filled with protesters. Sergeant Mills, leaning over the high Victorian counter, struggled to make himself heard. No, he said, it was probably a coincidence. A burst pipe. Nothing to do with thirty-two tons of steel flattening the high street. The army had been informed. Yes, they were working on it now. Yes, the barrels of beer had been hoisted to safety. Yes, they might need to shut off the mains.

In the end, tired of the hubbub – because there was nothing more he could do – he straightened up and banged the ledger shut. Most of them took this as a signal to leave. But a small knot stayed outside, muted but rebellious, their voices floating back through the open window.

‘It had to be a Monday morning, didn’t it,’ said the sergeant, ‘when the whole town’s doing its washing.’

Now that the crowd had gone, William could see that an elderly woman in a black hat was sitting in one of the chairs against the far wall. A large leather handbag was balanced on her knees.

‘They’re on edge, that’s the problem.’ Sergeant Mills picked up a pile of brown envelopes. ‘Can’t blame them.’

She looked at William. He looked back.

‘A military camp full of Americans, that’s what we are. The whole of Dorset packed in tight, just waiting for something to happen.’ The sergeant – who had been speaking increasingly loudly – glanced up. ‘Miss Holmes. I’m sorry. I didn’t see you there.’ He cleared his throat. ‘What can I do for you?’

She said, ‘I’ve come about the bodies.’

‘The bodies?’

‘I read about them in the newspaper.’

The sergeant frowned.

‘Up by Acton. In the fields by the quarries. One of the stonecutters found them.’

‘Ah, yes.’ The sergeant straightened up. ‘Some kind of burial site. We don’t have any more information, I’m afraid, at the moment.’

‘I do.’

‘And what sort of information would that be?’

‘I know who they are.’

‘You know who they are.’

‘Yes.’

Sergeant Mills leaned forward. ‘They’re very old, Miss Holmes. Very old. They’ve been buried a long time.’

The door banged open. A boy of about ten, breathing hard, stood on the threshold. ‘Sergeant, you’re wanted in North Street.’

The sergeant sighed, came out from behind his counter and bent down over William’s desk. ‘Constable, take Miss Holmes into the office and ask her to make a statement, would you?’

At the door, he turned back and glanced in William’s direction, opening his eyes wide in mock panic. Something secret was being communicated. It was complex, urgent and alarming.

It also made Sergeant Mills laugh.
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The room smelled of old bacon. Light filtered through from a narrow window looking out on to a brick wall. There was a telephone booth, a grey enamel gas stove, a square white sink and a scrubbed deal table with two benches either side. In the corner, a bare staircase led up to the floor above where William and two other constables slept, each with their own iron bedstead and coat hook on the wall.

William pulled forward an upright chair for Miss Holmes and set it at the end of the table. He sat down with a thump on one of the wooden benches, his leg sticking out to one side, and opened his notebook.

She said, ‘You’re very thin.’

His mouth trembled.

‘I expect it’s the war.’ She nodded at his stiff leg. ‘Dunkirk?’

‘You want to make a statement.’

Underneath the black hat, which had a small silky bow to one side, her hair was a silvery grey. The skin of her face was so criss-crossed with tiny lines that it looked like soft paper that had been crumpled and re-crumpled many times. She was wearing a black coat, with a pink scarf tucked in at the neck, and cream woollen gloves, buttoned at the wrist. ‘You hear so many stories. My neighbour next door, her cousin’s fiancé lost all his clothes swimming out to the boat. Came back in nothing but a Union Jack and a pair of women’s boots. They couldn’t pull them off so he sat all afternoon with his feet in a basin of hot water. And the water turned red. After all that time.’

Her accent was old Dorset, a hum of long vowels.

William took the cap off his pen.

She said, ‘Maybe it wasn’t Dunkirk. Maybe it’s more recent than that. You might have been in Africa. In the desert with Monty. Or Sicily. You know, a lot of the Americans fought in Sicily. Most of them didn’t expect to get out alive. They must have been so pleased to get to Dorset. They must have looked round and thought they were in heaven.’

They both sat in silence for a moment.

Then she said, ‘I have a lot of time for your Sergeant Mills. Old soldier. That’s how he lost those two fingers. Did he tell you that? Blown off in France in the Great War. He should be retired by now. But they couldn’t let him go. Because there’s no one left, you see. Not with his kind of experience. And we need it so badly at the moment, don’t we? They were drinking in the Pure Drop, the Americans, and some of them had had too much and wouldn’t leave. And your sergeant said, Come along now, let’s be having you, and one of them stood up, ready to start a fight, and your sergeant said, If you’re going to do anything with that pint glass, I’d drink up first if I were you, because beer’s in short supply, and they all laughed, and drank up, and went back home as quiet as lambs.’

William said nothing.

‘Of course they say the beer’s too warm. But they like the pubs. Playing darts. Cribbage. Listening to all the old tales of Wareham. Cromwell. Judge Jeffreys. Five men hung, drawn and quartered on Bloody Bank. And they’re so generous, aren’t they? Threw a party for Marjorie Brewer on her twenty-first. Her family couldn’t have done it. Not with rationing. But they invited her down to the chapel in Church Street and there were pies and ice cream and fritters and meat sandwiches, all piled up on the table. A feast. She’ll never forget it as long as she lives.’

William said, ‘Miss Holmes—’

‘Although the barbed wire up on the walls is covered in French letters. And that’s got to be the Americans, hasn’t it? They get them free. In shoe boxes.’

‘Miss Holmes, do you want to make a statement?’

‘Overpaid, oversexed and over here. And what they say back, of course, is underpaid, undersexed and under Eisenhower.’

William closed his notebook. ‘Perhaps it would be better to come back when you know what you want to say.’

She considered this. ‘You could ask me questions.’

‘Is that what you want?’

‘It might make it easier.’

He leaned forward. ‘The names, Miss Holmes, that’s all we need.’

‘Did you see it in the newspaper?’

He shook his head.

‘I expect you’ve heard all the news before it gets into the Chronicle. And there’s no point reading what you already know.’ She opened the silver clasp on her bag and brought out a green tortoiseshell spectacles case. ‘I’ve got the cutting here if you want to see it.’

‘Miss Holmes—’

‘Although it doesn’t give much away. You end up with more questions than you started with.’ She put on her glasses and reached back inside her bag for the small rectangle of newsprint. ‘HUMAN REMAINS FOUND NEAR ACTON. That’s the headline. Then it says, Human remains have been uncovered in Acton’s open-cast stone quarries during excavation for a new mine shaft. Mr Jack “Hog” Bower and Mr Eddie Harding, both stonecutters from Langton Matravers, reported their discovery to the police on Friday. The burial is not believed to be recent.’ She glanced up. ‘Which could mean anything, couldn’t it? Stone Age, Civil War, sixty years ago.’ She paused. ‘I knew Eddie’s father, you know. Robert Harding. Drove a lovely Singer Ten. Six-cylinder. But he had a bit of a squint. Some of the girls didn’t like that. They couldn’t tell where he was looking.’

William opened his mouth to speak.

‘You can see why they stayed hidden for so long. Just fields and farms for miles. And the cliffs and the sea. They could have stayed in peace for ever.’ She took off her glasses and put them back in the case. ‘A honeycomb of mines round there. You hear it whenever you pass by, the sound of chisel on stone. Like music almost. And the piles of white rock, and the dust in the air. And then there’s the cliff quarries, of course. Winspit and Seacombe and Dancing Ledge. The smugglers used to land their boats there. Bring in kegs of brandy from the sea. Store them in the roof of the church. So you’d be sitting there on Sundays, worrying the whole lot was going to fall in your lap.’

‘Miss Holmes—’

‘You’re not from round here, are you?’

He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. ‘Dorset, yes. But not Wareham.’

‘Where in Dorset?’

‘I’ve been working in Dorchester. Police headquarters.’

‘But where were you born?’

‘Miss Holmes—’

‘You know, the walls in Wareham are very old. Built by Alfred the Great. To fight off the Danes. We would have fought off the Germans, too, if they’d invaded. Although Mrs Elmes said she’d kill herself and both her daughters if the Germans even crossed the bridge. That would be the way they’d come, wouldn’t it? Across the Channel, land at Kimmeridge Bay, up through Steeple and Creech. They’d be over the river before you even knew they’d arrived. Of course, most of the bombers that come this way are heading for Bristol. We used to have sirens going off every night. Wareham was hit once. December 1942. Injured three people and blew the back legs off a goat.’

‘Miss Holmes—’

‘Wouldn’t they have you back? Your old station? Because I think what happened, after your injury, is that you left the army, and they looked after you in police headquarters for a while, and then they found you a job where you wouldn’t need to use that leg. A desk job. Because you sit there all day doing reports, don’t you? Which suits Sergeant Mills, because he doesn’t like paperwork. I don’t expect you go out on the beat much any more. Well, you can’t, can you? You can’t walk, and you can’t ride a bike. Which must be hard on the others, if they’re out in all weathers. They probably feel you’re not pulling your weight.’

He put both hands flat on the table in front of him, ready to push himself to his feet.

She said, ‘You could say that I killed them.’

He paused, looking at her.

‘I can’t just tell you, Constable. I can’t just reel it off. Because it’s a long story. And I’ve kept silent for more than sixty years.’

‘Are you saying that you committed murder?’

She looked at him directly. Her eyes were a milky brown, like chocolate. ‘Yes.’

‘And you want to confess.’

‘It’s more a case of having to. Now they’ve dug them up. They’re going to want to find out who they are, aren’t they?’

‘How many bodies?’

‘Two.’

‘And you know their names?’

‘Yes.’

With great care, William opened his notebook again. ‘Is there anything that links you to the bodies?’

‘Apart from being the person who killed them?’

‘What I mean is, you could have kept quiet. They’ve been buried all these years. You could have stayed silent.’

She smiled. ‘I’m eighty-six years old. I’m tired of being quiet.’

‘In which case—’

‘And the guilt eats away at you. A lifetime of telling lies.’

He paused, studying her face. ‘Let’s start at the beginning.’

‘That’s not always the best place.’

‘Miss Holmes—’

‘How old are you?’

He shook his head. ‘That’s not really relevant.’

‘To me it is.’

‘Twenty-four.’

‘So young to be so badly injured. What does your mother think?’

‘Miss Holmes, you have just confessed to murder. You need to answer my questions. Or I may have to place you under arrest until such time as you feel more able to cooperate.’

‘Call me Mary.’

William shifted position and winced.

‘You’re still in pain, aren’t you? Can’t they do anything?’

‘I don’t think you understand the seriousness of the situation.’

‘You have a problem with hearing too, don’t you? I noticed your sergeant leaned right over your desk when he spoke to you. I think you’re all right if you’re quite close and you can read people’s lips. But I don’t think you’d manage in a noisy room.’

William didn’t speak for a moment. Then he said, ‘Miss Holmes, if you don’t want to start at the beginning, where do you want to start?’

‘I could tell you about the shipwreck.’

‘All right.’

She smiled.

‘But first I have to take a few details.’

‘Mary Holmes. Langton Cottage, North Street. Born March 1858. No surviving relatives. I ran the garage until 1934. Did you know that? And before that a smithy. And before that a pub. Although not here. In a village. Langton Matravers. I’m telling you this because you asked me, but you don’t need to write it down. It’s all common knowledge. Ask anyone round here. I’ve lived in Wareham for sixty-two years. I used to serve Lawrence of Arabia at the garage. Clouds Hill, that’s where he lived. Came off his Brough Superior SS100 trying to avoid two boys on bicycles. He called it George V, his motorcycle. I have no idea why. And of course his effigy is in St Martin’s.’

‘Miss Holmes—’

‘Mary.’

‘This will be a lot easier if you could keep your answers relatively short.’

‘It all comes of living alone. I don’t often have a nice young man to talk to.’

‘At this stage, I just need the facts.’

‘I end up talking to myself sometimes. I don’t even realise I’m doing it. It’s all going through your head anyway, all the memories, and every so often you just say it out loud. Especially the things that make you laugh. Those memories are the best.’

‘Miss Holmes, human remains have been discovered in the fields by the quarries in Acton. You say you know who was buried there. I would like you to start by giving me their names.’

‘May I have a cup of tea?’

He stared.

‘Given we’re in the kitchen.’

‘This is the charge office.’

‘It has a stove and a kettle.’

‘You want a cup of tea.’

‘It makes your mouth dry, doesn’t it, all this talking.’

For a while, William just sat there. Then he got to his feet, holding on to the table for balance.

‘How did you get injured?’

His progress across the room was slow. He had to bend to the left from his waist in order to swing out his stiff right leg. Then he would stop, re-balancing his weight, before stepping forward with his left foot again. Once he caught his breath in a kind of gasp, quickly suppressed.

‘Looks like you got shot. Or perhaps it was a shell.’

William’s hands were shaking as he filled the kettle.

‘It’s worse seeing it all when you’re my age. Because it makes no sense. What’s the point of hanging on to my life when so many young men are losing theirs? I’d gladly give away the years I have left. Imagine, a young man like you being cut down for no reason.’

He lit the gas.

‘A waste, that’s what it is. Although there are always some who profit from it. The shopkeepers, of course. And the publicans. They did well out of it the first time round. We had thousands of soldiers here in the Great War, in tents on the Worgret Road. It rained for weeks when they first set up camp. I remember thinking, Those poor boys. They always marched down West Street, you know. On their way to war.’

William reached out for the wall to steady himself.

As the kettle boiled, the whistle blew.
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Running flat out through the half-open gate, William reached the train just as the conductor was raising his hand. He flung open the door and jumped inside.

She must have been late, too, the woman standing in the middle of the carriage, a leather suitcase at her feet, because she was breathing hard. On her lapel was a square enamel brooch painted with white daisies.

The whistle blew.

‘Here,’ he said. ‘Let me.’ He bent down, picked up the suitcase and swung it on to the luggage rack above.

‘My mum says, give yourself enough time and you won’t arrive all hot and bothered,’ she said, collapsing into the seat by the window. ‘But I never seem to remember somehow. Always leave everything right to the last minute.’

On the platform, two sailors in blue-and-white uniforms hoisted kitbags on to their shoulders. Behind them, next to a poster for Beecham’s Lung Syrup, was a sign on the wall saying ‘Jesus Christ: neither is there salvation in any other’.

With a jolt, the train started to move.

She glanced up as she took off her gloves. Her hair was dark and shiny, swept back from her face. ‘So where are you off to in such a hurry?’

‘On leave.’

‘You and the whole army by the looks of it. The station was full of khaki.’

He leaned his head against the seat, smiling back at her. ‘It’s almost like there’s a war on.’

She laughed. ‘I’m going to see my sister. Just had her third. You keep seeing those signs, don’t you, Is your journey really necessary? Well, they should try it. Three under five. And she’s all alone. Her husband’s a prisoner of war, captured at Dunkirk. She’s worried sick. Hasn’t heard a thing for months.’ She laid her gloves on her lap, smoothing out the fingers one by one. ‘I keep telling her, no news is good news. But that’s just what you say, isn’t it? Grab what comfort you can. Don’t give up hope. Whatever you do, don’t give up hope.’

The train chuffed, building up speed.

‘So where are you off to, then?’

He didn’t reply for a moment. ‘London.’

‘They’ve had it hard, haven’t they? I can’t bear to read about it. Bombing night after night, piles of rubble, broken glass, whole streets gone. They say you can’t breathe for the smoke. Gets right in your lungs. I don’t know how they manage.’

Outside, the edge of the town gave way to flat, icy fields. The November sky was powdery white, like a haze of dust.

‘Visiting someone?’

He was silent.

‘Ah,’ she said, her eyes bright with flirtation. ‘Like that, is it? I should have guessed. The best ones are always taken.’ She gave an exaggerated sigh. ‘So go on, then. Tell me all about her.’

He stared down at his black army boots.

‘What’s her name?’

‘Stella,’ he said, when he finally found his voice. ‘Her name’s Stella Allen.’
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Mary said, ‘The kettle’s boiling.’

William jumped and grabbed the Bakelite handle at the top. The kettle crashed to the stove with a clatter.

‘Be careful. You’ll burn yourself.’

He reached up to the shelf for the big brown teapot and concentrated on small defined movements – opening the tea caddy, spooning in the black leaves, pouring the water. Limping back to the table, he placed the pot in front of Miss Holmes. He found cups and saucers, the sugar bowl, a jug of milk.

She said, ‘I like it strong.’

He lowered himself on to the bench.

She said, ‘Of course he had to tell it that way to get me to agree. He knew I would have said, it’s not yours to keep. It’s no different from brandy or kid gloves.’

William frowned. ‘Who are we talking about?’

‘So he made it sound like fate. As if he had no choice. He’d dived down deep, way down into the black water. And there was the cabin, door open, inviting him in. The dead woman, pinned behind the table, eyes wide, staring at nothing.’

‘Is this the shipwreck?’

‘A shiny mirror, a corner cupboard, the work of a moment to turn the key. Finding the soft bag, ramming it inside his shirt, lungs bursting for air, legs pushing him up, taking a breath when he thought time had run out.’

‘When was this?’

‘Back in the wreckage, the wind, the roar of the waves. Grabbing hold of a crate, any crate, swimming back to shore, using every ounce of his strength, finding the rocks beneath his feet, scrambling back to land. Heaving boxes and chests from the waves, wading out to sea again, thinking all the while of the soft bag against his skin under his shirt.’

‘Who was this man, Miss Holmes?’

‘A long line of villagers, the scavenging passed from hand to hand, trudging back home over the fields, once – just once – clasping his hand to his chest to feel it safe against his heart. Back at the inn, finding blankets, pouring brandy, stoking the fire, then outside to the garden, pushing the bag right to the bottom of the muck pile, among the peelings and the stalks – still with no idea of what was inside, but hoping, hoping. The memory of his daring keeping him wide awake all through the long night. Stealing back from the smithy the next day, with the whole village mending, building, setting to rights. Windows smashed, fences flattened, roofs blown away in the storm. Creeping into the earth closet, the soft bag covered in leaf mould and the smell of warm rot, shaking the contents into his lap.’

William said nothing.

Mary’s eyes were dark. ‘Because you share it out. Always. Take nothing for yourself. Or else who would save the survivors? If you worked for yourself, you’d forget the living. You’d let them die in the black boiling sea. Waves roaring like sea monsters. A fog of white spray. Broadside on, there was the ship, its sails in tatters. People still on board, screaming. Others clinging to the rocks. Ropes were let down from the cliffs, and we were hauling the poor souls to safety – sailors and officers and young women half dead from exhaustion, their hair streaming in the wind. The rescuers themselves were slipping and falling, in danger of being washed out to sea. I shouted at them to take care, but the wind just whipped my voice away.’

‘So you were there, too, that night?’

‘There was terrible loss of life. Forty laid out on the shore in rows. Some of them drowned. But most had died on the rocks, smashed to pieces like the wreck. I pulled at a shoe, tangled up in the cordage, and it came away as light as a feather, all by itself, with the foot still inside. And there, in the frothy scum, among the fragments of mast and spar, was something I couldn’t make out at all. And someone said, What part of a man is this? And all I could do was stare. Because it looked just like the heart of a pig.’

‘Miss Holmes—’

She stopped, frowning. ‘Forgive me. I’m sorry. You don’t want me going on like this. You’ll have seen worse yourself, fighting on the front line. Bodies blown to bits. Terrible destruction. Were you in a tank? I don’t think you were in a tank. I think you were infantry. Good with a gun.’

‘So there was a shipwreck. And a man stole something.’

‘I imagine you took to it well, all the discipline. Shouting orders. Marching about. Polishing your brasses.’

‘What was his name?’

‘The tea must be brewed by now.’

Their eyes met. Eventually he said, ‘Shall I pour?’

It was only when she had stirred sugar into her tea and put the teaspoon back in the saucer that Mary said, ‘Of course, he wouldn’t agree it was stealing. It was payment in kind. He worked all night to keep them alive. And dug the graves for the ones who lost the fight, who faded away by the light of the fire. They were buried at St George’s the next day, with the Reverend Mr Lester, rector of Langton, praying for their souls. And then we waited for the rest. Nine days it takes. Nine days for a corpse to float to the surface. The sailors were marked. Blue tattoos. Prayers, hearts, anchors, forget-me-nots. So the rector was able to describe them to the ship’s agent when he came. They had come from all over the world, those men. But their final resting place was a country churchyard by the sea.’

‘What about the woman?’

‘The woman?’

‘The dead woman in the cabin.’

Mary smiled. ‘I didn’t think you were listening.’

He waited.

‘She went down with the ship. Buried at sea.’

From outside the window, in the passageway, came the sound of a baby crying.
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William noticed the red coat first. Then the bright gold hair, caught by the sun. As he slowed down, got off his bicycle and positioned it against the brick wall, he glanced up. He could see her more clearly now. A young woman pushing a pram.

‘Who’s that, then?’ he said, inside the shop.

Mrs Bradstock looked out over the village green. ‘An evacuee. From London.’

‘I thought we were just taking children.’

‘Some of them,’ said Mrs Bradstock, handing him his newspaper, ‘came with their mothers.’

‘Meaning?’

‘Nothing at all, Constable. Nothing at all.’

‘Where’s she staying?’

‘Number two. With Mrs Poyton.’

‘Nice clean house.’

Mrs Bradstock gave him a knowing look over the top of her spectacles.

‘It’ll be company for her, won’t it?’ said William. ‘With Mr Poyton away.’

‘Not the kind of company Mrs Poyton wants.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘See for yourself.’

William glanced out of the window again. The young woman was bent over, as if pushing the pram was hard work. The wind caught the hem of her coat, making it dance like a ballgown. She was a splash of colour in a grey landscape, a poppy against bare earth.

‘Fur coat, no knickers.’

‘What?’ said William.

‘I said, don’t forget your paper.’

The next day, he was cycling back over the hill, the blue of the sea spread out beneath him, when he caught sight of her again. She was sitting on the fence by the side of the road. Same red coat, blond hair blown by the wind. By her side was the pram. As he came closer, he could hear the baby crying.

He got off the bike while it was still moving, as he always did, and stopped in front of her.

‘Enjoying the view?’

Up close, he could see she was slightly older than he’d first thought. She was wearing red lipstick. ‘Not against the law, is it?’

‘Where are you from?’

‘Can’t you guess?’

‘I’d say it was London.’

‘East End.’

He said, ‘Bit different out here, then.’

‘You could say that.’

The baby was still crying.

‘Yours?’

She kicked her heel against the fence. Her brown leather shoes were caked in mud. ‘He’ll go to sleep in a minute.’

‘Maybe he doesn’t like Dorset.’

‘Maybe he doesn’t.’

He said, ‘What about you? Do you like Dorset?’

She just looked at him.

‘Wouldn’t you rather be indoors?’

‘She doesn’t like me there during the day.’

‘Who doesn’t?’

‘Mrs Poyton.’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe she thinks I’ve got fleas.’

He adjusted his chin strap. ‘There’s the Mothers’ Union.’

‘The what?’

‘If you want somewhere to go. They meet Tuesdays and Thursdays. In the church hall.’

She laughed. ‘The Mothers’ Union?’

‘Try it. They’re always saying they want new members.’

‘I don’t think they’d want me.’

‘Why not?’

‘I’m the wrong sort.’

He smiled. ‘You can be what sort you like.’

‘How about the married sort?’

He didn’t blink. ‘No one knows you. Say what you like.’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘Now there’s a thing. A copper suggesting I lie.’

They assessed each other in the September sunshine.

She said, ‘So where are you going now?’

‘Back to the police house.’

She jumped off the fence. She didn’t ask if she could walk next to him, pushing the pram. She just did.

After a while, the baby stopped crying. She bent over and pulled up the soft white blanket so that it tucked under the baby’s chin. ‘It’s colder here than in London.’

‘Not so many buildings.’

‘Not so many people neither. How do you stand it?’

‘I like it. Lived here all my life.’

‘They said it’s near Weymouth. A village near Chesil Beach. And I thought, That sounds all right, the seaside. But I can’t get down there with the pram.’

‘It’s closed off anyway. And there’s only pebbles. And fossils.’

She glanced up at him. ‘Fossils?’

‘Ammonites.’

She laughed.

‘What’s funny?’

She said, ‘You’re young to be a copper, aren’t you?’

He smiled. ‘You don’t hold back.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Just say what’s on your mind.’

‘Why wouldn’t I?’

They walked on, keeping pace with each other, his bicycle making an elegant ticking sound. The baby, soothed by the motion of the pram, slept. Now they could see the outskirts of the village, and the steeple of the church.

She said, ‘So what do you do on your evenings off?’

‘I don’t have any.’

She opened her eyes wide. ‘You must do.’

‘No. My sergeant was in the reserves. So there’s only me until they find a replacement.’

‘You can go to the pub, can’t you?’

‘Especially not the pub. Can’t drink on my own patch.’

She gave him a pitying look. ‘Maybe my life’s not so bad, compared to yours. Even if she does kick me out every day.’

‘You can’t even sit in the kitchen and have a cup of tea?’

She shook her head. ‘Says she’s got to clean. Says she can’t clean if there are people cluttering up the place.’

‘Maybe you should offer to help.’

‘I did. I dusted the front room. When I turned round, she was doing it again.’

As they reached the village green, he widened the distance between them, straightened his shoulders and set his helmet straight. He was about to say goodbye, but she was looking out over the grass and the little low grey cottages, her expression desolate. ‘I’ll go mad if I stay here.’

‘It’s safer than London.’

She turned to face him. ‘But there aren’t any bombs.’

‘Not yet. It could happen any day. Or a gas attack.’

Her eyes were dark with misery.

‘Look at it this way,’ he said. ‘Better safe than sorry.’

She bent down and released the brake on the pram. ‘If you say so,’ she said, and walked away without looking back.

[image: Image Missing]

Mary said, ‘It wasn’t his blood, of course. But what did they know? You tell people what they’re looking at, and that’s what they’ll see. It was cold that year. Ice in the farm tracks. That blue light when the world has frozen over. He got to us late. Because he was a thatcher during the day. And the yard was lit with lanterns so people were black shadows against the walls. A great fire burning. And he got hold of her and stretched her on the cratch and tied her down with rope and slit her throat, and I remember the blood gushed out, spurt after spurt, and I couldn’t stop watching because I thought, Look how much there is now, filling a whole pail, that will be plenty for what we need. And I picked up the bucket and took it to the scullery, and set it down on the cold stone floor. And then back to singe the bristles off her skin with burning straw, and slit the belly, and hoist her up on the beam. It smelled to high heaven, of course. But we breathed it in like a meadow full of cowslips.’

William stared at her, dazed.

‘The pig-sticker. Killing a pig for Christmas. So I knew that part would work.’

He screwed his eyes tight shut, then opened them again.

‘You can’t get rid of them, can you? The pictures in your head.’

They sat in silence, listening to the clock ticking. They could hear nothing from the outer office. The police station seemed deserted.

Mary said, ‘Are you married?’

‘What?’

‘Married?’

He didn’t answer.

‘I always think it’s so hard for the women when their sweethearts come back injured. Happened a lot in the first war, of course. There was a young man in Langton who had a bomb blow up in his face. Skin pulled tight like a bat’s wing. She still married him. Edie Best’s daughter. Had six children. Two of them are fighting now.’

When he didn’t respond, she said, ‘I’ll come back another time if you like.’

‘No,’ he said. ‘No, let’s get on.’

‘You haven’t drunk your tea.’

After a while, he said, ‘What were you talking about just now?’

‘Soldiers getting injured.’

‘Before that.’

‘Killing the pig.’

‘Why?’

‘It’s part of the story.’

William narrowed his eyes. ‘I don’t think you’re making this easy, Miss Holmes.’

‘It wasn’t easy when it happened. And it isn’t easy to talk about now.’

‘What was the importance of killing a pig one Christmas in – when was this?’

‘I was twenty.’

‘When you were twenty.’

‘I did explain. But I don’t think you were listening.’

William repositioned his notebook. ‘Let’s forget the pig for a moment. You were on the beach after a shipwreck. And a man found something, and took it back home. You haven’t told me his name.’

‘I can tell from your eyes when you’re seeing the pictures.’

‘When was this?’

‘I know what it’s like. I spent years trying to forget. But it’s like trying to get rid of a bloodstain. You scrub and scrub, but it’s still there. So you hide it away so that no one can see. And then you can’t talk about it, even if you want to, because it’s such a habit, keeping it secret.’

‘Miss Holmes—’

‘Of course, I nearly told the rector. Several times. All those long afternoons when we sat there in the Ship talking about resurrection and eternal life. And telling me tales, of course. He knew all the old stories, Mr Lester. Shipwrecks and sirens and Calypso and poor Penelope with all those men wanting to marry her even though her husband was still alive. And Aesop’s fables. I loved those. The hare and the tortoise. The fox and the grapes. The boy who cried wolf.’

‘Miss Holmes—’

‘Right at the end, when he came to say goodbye, I wanted to tell him. I wanted to fall at his feet, bury my face in the dust and plead for forgiveness. But I didn’t. I wish I had. All those years keeping it secret. Ashamed, I suppose. Frightened of what would happen to me. But I know you won’t judge. You’ll make up your own mind. And like I told you before, the sin was not in the taking. The Church frowned on it, but they knew they couldn’t stop it. The sin was not sharing with the rest of the village.’

‘Miss Holmes, what was taken from the ship?’

‘If you went down to Swanage in those days, and looked out to sea, behind the stone bankers, ten foot tall, there they’d be, all the ships and steamers heading for the New World. People travelled with everything they owned. Some of them were quite wealthy, too. The younger sons of great families. The choices were very straightforward: the army, the law, the Church, or seek your fortune in America.’

William studied her face. ‘Are you doing this deliberately?’

‘I’m not sure I follow you.’

‘You won’t answer my questions.’

‘I’m trying to tell you what happened.’

He shifted position, straightening his back. ‘I understand that memories can become muddled as you get older. But I don’t think you have that problem, Miss Holmes. We’ve been sitting here for half an hour, and so far you’ve told me nothing important. I’m beginning to think that there’s nothing to tell.’

‘That’s not very kind, Constable.’

‘Perhaps that’s why Sergeant Mills asked me to interview you. Because he didn’t want to do it himself. Perhaps he has experience of your confessions. I wonder, Miss Holmes, is this something you do to pass the time? Come down to the police station and make up stories?’

‘What an unpleasant accusation.’

‘You see my point.’

‘Perhaps it’s the pain. It must make you very irritable.’

‘It’s not my job to listen to old memories.’

‘You have something more important to do?’

‘Than sitting here drinking tea?’

‘You’re never that busy. I often look in when I pass. And it seems to me that the others don’t talk to you. Give you a wide berth. Except for the nice sergeant. No one’s come to ask for you while we’ve been sitting here. No one needs you. Because it’s a bit of a made-up job you’ve got, isn’t it? Just something to pass the time. I expect someone pulled strings somewhere, because of your war record. And the others resent it, given they’re out in all weathers walking the beat.’

After a while, he said, ‘I need to know the names of the people buried at Acton.’

Somewhere in the building, a door slammed shut. William flinched.

She said, ‘It was always the three of us. All the time we were growing up.’

‘Miss Holmes—’

‘Arthur followed us everywhere. Here comes your shadow, my father used to say. Trailed after us whatever we did – fishing, finding birds’ nests, climbing the rocks near the Pig and Whistle. All the girls in the village mothered him. He was so small. His clothes never fitted him. Moleskin trousers from a man twice his size, flapping round like a scarecrow. Boots tied up with string. His uncle had him working in the quarry when he was seven years old. All by himself in the cold and the dark with nothing but a candle for company. Eighty foot down. They kept the roof up with stone pillars. Sometimes there would be a sound like great guns, and they would split from top to bottom because of the weight they were carrying.’

William looked down at his notebook.

‘A mutilated skeleton, they said. Up by Chapman’s Pool, in one of the ancient barrows. Bronze Age. Well, that was enough for John. He had to see it. It was a long climb. And when we got there, we saw they’d put a wooden fence round to keep people out. But John just jumped over it. And so, after a while, did we. We were only children. I would have been ten, John and Arthur two years older. So we stood there, looking down at the white bones in the dark earth, and John said, She talked too much. So they killed her and ripped her jaw off. I don’t know if it was true. John liked telling stories. But you could see it was only half a skull. Poor little maid with no mouth. And only half buried now. I knelt down, and bowed my head, because you must always show respect for the dead. And that made John mad. He wanted me to laugh at it, this butchered skeleton, and there was I behaving like I was in church. So he got down beside me and started working at the soil, picking at it, scratching away like a fox in the dirt. And he got the skull free. That was bad enough. I thought, God will punish us. God will punish us for this. But then, before I could stop him, he made it worse. He threw it up in the air and kicked it like a football. I cried out in shock.

‘Arthur got to his feet. Looked at me, and then at John. And I watched as he stumbled away in his big black boots, tripping over the tufts and hillocks like a sheep scrambling on shale. He found the skull some way off, hidden in the long grass. Held it high like a prize. And then he slipped and skidded all the way back, coming to a halt by the grave, and he knelt down and buried the skull again, taking great care, patting the earth smooth when he’d finished. And all the while, John just stood there, watching him, just watching him. And then, when the job was done, Arthur looked up at me. He had such blue eyes. Bright blue, like the sky.

‘It floored him, the first blow. Hit him on the side of his head. And then John was upon him, sitting on his back, beating him clout after clout where he lay. I pulled at him, yanking his hair and his collar. But I was nothing. A flea on a carthorse. So I grabbed hold of one of the posts, and it must have been hammered in by a lazy man, because it came free straightaway. And I raised it up and held it high above my head, and I shouted, You leave him alone! Or as God is my witness I will smash your skull! And he stopped, and looked up, and we stared at each other for a long time, and my arms were aching with the weight of the wood.

‘And then, very slowly, he stood up, and I held my breath, because I couldn’t have stopped him. But all he did was spit on the ground. Then he turned away, and climbed the hill, starting the long walk home.

‘But I didn’t trust him. I didn’t move until he’d gone, until he’d disappeared from sight. And only then did I put down the post and crouch on the ground. Arthur was white, blood on his face, his eyes filled with tears. But he didn’t say a word. He didn’t say a word all the way home.

‘And later I walked back through the village, and passed the smithy as quiet as a mouse, because I didn’t want to see John. But he was there all the same. And he looked up, and one of his eyes was fat red and swollen, almost shut fast. So he laid about Arthur that day. But he came back to a worse beating himself.’

William waited. But she was staring down at the wooden table, apparently
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