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      The green saloon was parked at the top of the beach, its engine running, puffs of black smoke belching from its exhaust. A score-line angry enough to have been done by a key stretched in a wavering, drunken curve from under the car’s left wing mirror to just above the rear wheel rim.

      From his vantage point on a low headland to the beach’s south, Slim Hardy lowered the binoculars, scanned the beach until he spotted a figure by the shoreline, then raised them again. With one finger he adjusted the focus until the man eased into clarity.

      Wrapped in a rain jacket over his work clothes, Ted Douglas was alone on the beach. A single line of footprints in the damp sand trailed him back to the rocky foreshore.

      In hands pink from the freezing wind, Ted held a book, the cover turned outward. A silver design on black, from this distance the words were unreadable. Slim wished he could get closer without being seen, but the shingle of the foreshore and the wet expanse of rock pools offered no cover.

      As grey-blue waves churned and roiled, Ted lifted a hand, and a faint cry was just audible over the wind howling around the base of the towering northern cliff.

      ‘What are you really doing?’ Slim muttered. ‘There’s no one else down there, is there?’

      He put down the binoculars and took a digital camera from his pocket. He took one snap of the car and one of Ted. Five weeks in a row Slim had captured the same pair of photographs. He was yet to say anything to Emma Douglas, Ted’s wife, because, even though she was beginning to push for results, as yet there was nothing to tell.

      Sometimes he wished Ted would put the book away, pull out a fishing rod, and be done with it.

      At first Slim thought Ted was reading, but the way he gestured with his free hand at the sea made it clear he was either practicing a speech or reciting verse. Why, or to whom, Slim had no idea.

      He shifted on grass damp with sea spray, making himself comfortable. There was nothing much to do now but see what Ted did next, to see if today he did the same as he had on the previous four Fridays: walk back up the beach, brush the sand from his clothes and shoes, climb into his car, and head for home.

      Eventually, he did.

      Slim followed casually, his sense of urgency shaken out of him over the last month. As before, Ted drove the fifteen miles back to Carnwell, pulled in to his driveway, and stopped his car. With a newspaper under one arm and a briefcase under the other, he headed into the comfortable house where, through a dining room window with the curtains left open, Slim watched him kiss Emma on the cheek. As Emma headed back through a door into a kitchen and Ted sat in an armchair, Slim slipped his car into neutral, released the brake, and let it roll away down the hill. As soon as he was a safe distance away, he started the engine and drove off.

      Once more, he had nothing to report to Emma. One thing was certain: there was no extramarital affair, just the strange ritual beside the sea.

      Perhaps Ted, an investment banker by day, was a closet Coleridge fan, slipping secretly out of work each Friday afternoon at exactly two p.m. to lambast the wild ocean with tales of albatrosses and frozen shores.

      Emma, of course, as most contented wives might after being jolted out of their comfort zone by a surprise discovery, suspected a mistress.

      Slim had rent to pay, a drink habit to fuel, and a curiosity to feed.

      Enjoying a large glass of red over a microwaved curry, he perused his notes, searching for oddities. The book, obviously, was one. The scratch on the car. That Ted had perfected a ritual. Emma had said that Ted had been taking half-day Fridays for three months, only discovered when she needed to make an urgent call to the office. 

      An urgent call.

      He made a note to ask her, but its significance was limited when Ted’s ritual had been going on for so long.

      There was something else too, something obvious he couldn’t quite nail down. It tickled him, just out of reach.

      There were other variables he had crossed off. The ritual had lasted from thirty minutes to an hour and fifteen over the five weeks Slim had watched. Ted chose his parking spaces at random. He sometimes left the engine running, sometimes not. He varied his approach and return routes each time, but not in a way as to shake a tail. He drove so slowly that Slim—in his youth at least—could have followed by bicycle. His leisurely drive came across as mulling time, especially for a man like Ted, who Slim had witnessed during other observations driving arrow-straight to work each day, leaving home at a time that left him not five minutes for dawdling.

      Whatever the reason for Ted’s strange ritual by the sea, it had left Slim floundering for answers, like a fish thrown out of the water by a stormy tide.
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      On Sunday, Slim took a drive down to Ted’s beach. Unnamed on the old Ordnance Survey map of the area he had bought in a second-hand shop, it was a narrow cove with cliffs rising to blocky headlands on either side, cupping the Irish Sea like the squeezing hands of a giant. When the tide was high, the beach was a rocky semi-circle, but at low tide a pretty field of grey-brown sand laid itself out in front of the waves.

      A handful of dog walkers and a family clambering through the rock pools were the only visitors on a cheerful October day. Slim wandered down to the shoreline—the sea today a quiet ripple, the calmest he had seen it—and by looking up at the area of the southern cliff from where he watched Ted, he gauged his charge’s approximate location on the last occasion he had seen him.

      Just a regular patch of sand. He was standing almost central, with a few rocks over to one side, rippled sand and more rock pools to the other. The wet sand at his feet sucked at his shoes. The water was a grey line up ahead.

      He was turning to leave just as a dog walker hailed him. A Jack Russell pranced across the sand as the man, bearded and balding and wrapped in a thick tweed windcheater, swung a length of lead around like a child’s lasso.

      ‘Looks pretty, doesn’t it?’

      Slim nodded. ‘On a warmer day I might fancy a swim.’

      The man stopped, cocking his head. Fast eyes looked Slim up and down. ‘You’re not from round here, are you?’

      Slim gave a shrug that could have meant yes or no. ‘Live in Yatton, few miles east of Carnwell. Nope, us inland folk don’t make it out to the coast much.’

      ‘I know Yatton. Decent market on Saturdays.’ The man turned to look out to sea. ‘If you are fool enough to get into that water, make sure to watch for the rips. They’re deadly.’

      He said this with a certainty that sent a trickle of fear down Slim’s back. 

      ‘Oh, I’ll be sure to,’ Slim said. ‘It’s too cold anyway.’

      ‘It’s always too cold,’ the man said. ‘You want decent swimming, go to France.’ Then, touching a hand to his brow, he added, ‘I’ll be seeing you.’

      Slim watched the man walk away across the beach, the dog making wide circles around him as it splashed through the little pools left by the departed tide. The man, occasionally jumping across deeper puddles in the sand, continued his spinning motions with the lead as though he might sometime attempt to rope the dog in. As the dog walker passed out of earshot, Slim felt a growing sense of loneliness, like a freak wave rushing in to splash around his ankles. With the wind picking up, he headed back to his car. As he was turning out of the dirt car park onto the coast road, he noticed something lying in the undergrowth just inside the junction.

      He pulled up, got out, and hauled the object up out of the weeds. The net of brambles encircling it scraped an old wooden surface, reluctant to let go.

      A sign, rotten and faded.

      On the downward side Slim read:

      
        
        CRAMER COVE

        No swimming at any time

        Dangerous rip currents

      

      

      Slim propped the sign up against the hedge, but it lost balance and fell to the ground, face down. After a moment’s thought, he left it where it lay and returned to his car.

      As he drove away, up a winding coastal road cutting between two deep hedgerows as it snaked up a steep valley, he thought about what the dog walker had said. The sign explained the few people he had seen, although without the information being clearly displayed, the rips had to be local knowledge.

      With a name for the beach, though, he now had something of a lead.
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      On Monday he arranged a meeting with Emma Douglas to give her an update.

      ‘I’m close to a breakthrough,’ he said. ‘I just need a few more weeks.’

      Emma, an overdressed but plain woman in her early fifties, removed a pair of spectacles to rub her eyes. Few age lines and hair with barely a speck of grey suggested that a husband disappearing for a few hours once a week was what she called hardship.

      ‘Do you know her name? I bet it’s that tramp from—’

      Slim raised a hand, his Armed Forces gaze still strong enough to sever her words mid-sentence, though he softened it with a quick smile.

      ‘It’s better that I gather everything I can first,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t want to pass off assumptions as truth.’

      Emma looked frustrated, but after a moment’s pause she nodded. ‘I understand,’ she said, ‘but you must realise how hard this is for me.’

      ‘Believe me, I do,’ Slim said. ‘My wife ran off with a butcher.’

      And it had been picking on the wrong man with a razor blade that had got him discharged from the Armed Forces and hit with a three-year suspended prison sentence. Luckily, both for his freedom and his victim’s face, half a bottle of whisky had reduced his aim to that of a blindfolded man thrashing about in the dark.

      ‘I understand,’ he added. ‘I need you to do something for me.’

      ‘What?’

      He handed her a small plastic object. ‘He wears a windcheater when he … when I see him. Wrap this in a small piece of cloth and slip it into an inside pocket. I know those kinds of jackets. They have multiple pockets in the inner lining. He should never notice it.’

      She held the item up and turned it over. ‘It’s a USB drive—’

      ‘It’s designed to look that way. In case he finds it. It’s a remote automated bug. Army-issue.’

      ‘But what if he checks what’s on it?’ 

      ‘He won’t.’

      And if he did, a folder of pre-loaded pornography would see it tossed into the nearest bin if Ted had any shred of decency, leaving the tiny mic hidden behind the USB casing undetected.

      ‘Just trust me,’ Slim said, hoping he sounded authoritative. ‘I’m a professional.’

      Emma didn’t look convinced, but she gave him a shy smile and nodded.

      ‘I’ll do it tonight,’ she said.
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      The following Friday, Slim arrived at Cramer Cove a couple of hours before he expected Ted to show up, having wanted to find a good place to set up his recording equipment. Usually he watched for Ted from an area of grass not far from the coast path, but this time he climbed a little higher and picked a grassy ledge which still had a view of the beach but was also hidden from the view of anyone who might wander past. There, with a waterproof sheet to keep off the rain, he set up his recording equipment and sat down to wait.

      Ted arrived a little after two. It had been raining off and on all day, and Slim scowled as the weather worsened, threatening to disrupt his recording as the pattering of rain on his waterproof sheet intensified. Ted, wearing the raincoat, strolled to the waters’ edge and took up his usual position. Today’s tide was halfway up the beach. Ted was alone; the last dog walker had gone home half an hour before he arrived.

      Ted squatted down and took out the book. He rested it on his knee, then leaned forward so his hood sheltered it from the rain. Then he began to read, and a muffled voice crackled through Slim’s headphones.

      For the first few seconds, Slim adjusted the frequency control, sure he was picking up something other than Ted’s voice. The words were gibberish, but Ted’s gestures matched the rise and fall in intonation, so Slim sat back in the grass to listen. Ted droned on for several minutes, paused for a while, then began over again. Slim found his attention drifting as he struggled to make any sense of the words. By the time Ted implored in English, ‘Please tell me you forgive me,’ Slim had been studying the gently rolling waves for some minutes, thinking about something else.

      Slim sat up as Ted stuffed the book back into his coat pocket. After one last glance out to sea, Ted turned and walked back to his car, head lowered. Slim began to stuff his gear into a bag. His fingers tingled, his mind raced. Something felt wrong, as though he had intruded on an act that was private and should never be shared. As he looked up to see Ted’s car pulling out of the car park, he knew he should give chase, that tonight might be the night Ted sped off into the arms of some hitherto unseen lover, but he was frozen, caught in his own riptide by the threat of what Ted’s words might reveal.
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      That night, still without making any decisions on what to do about the mysterious recording, Slim dreamed of crashing waves, and grey-blue arms reaching up from the freezing depths to pull him down.

      Aware his discharge was coming, Slim had salvaged what he could from the army, and in the fifteen years since, and particularly in the five since he had quit a succession of low-paid, lower-interest trucking jobs to start out as a private investigator, he had made good use of his contacts. Late the next morning, with a bowl of cornflakes in hand—spiced with a dash of whisky—he made a call to an old friend who specialised in foreign languages and translation.

      While waiting for a response, he climbed back into bed and pulled his old laptop up onto his knees. The internet, with a little probing, began to reveal answers.

      Cramer Cove was unlisted among the Lancashire coast’s best tourist spots for more than thirty years. According to a local legislation website, bathing was banned after the summer of 1952, when the powerful rips had claimed three lives over the course of a few weeks. With any kind of water activity officially off-limits, the death knell had sounded for Cramer Cove as a summer hotspot, with locals and tourists alike abandoning the picturesque cove for the blander but safer sands of Carnwell and Morecombe. However, a few hardy souls had clearly braved it, as there were another four known deaths since the early 1980s, and while the circumstances surrounding each were more mysterious, all had officially been attributed to drowning accidents.

      As the trail of tragedy lengthened, Slim felt reluctant to deepen his search. His one active tour during the first Gulf War in 1991 had destroyed much of his curiosity. There was a level for which the lift should be permanently disabled, and he already felt way beneath it, but he was on a different kind of payroll now, and his rent wouldn’t pay itself.

      He checked dates against ages. Ted Douglas was fifty-six, so in 1984 he would have been twenty-three.

      And there she was.

      October 25th, 1984. Joanna Bramwell, aged twenty-one, presumed drowned at Cramer Cove.

      Was Ted lamenting a lost love? According to the details Slim had requested from Emma Douglas, they had met and married in 1989. By then Joanna Bramwell had already been dead five years.

      Slim was glad there was no affair. It was far too ordinary, an anticlimax in many ways.

      The internet closed shop at a name and cause of death, so Slim coaxed life into his old Honda on a chilly morning and drove down to the library in Carnwell to trawl through microfiched newspaper archives.

      The three victims after Joanna were a teenager, a child, and an elderly lady. When Slim got to a page that should have run an article about Joanna’s death, he found the page smeared as though water-damaged, the words blending into each other, unreadable.

      The duty librarian claimed there was no other copy, despite Slim’s protestations. His request for information on the cause of the damage was met by a shrug.

      ‘You’re looking for an article on a dead girl?’ asked the librarian, a man in his thirties, who had the look of a wannabe-novelist, all roll-neck sweater, ornamental scarf, and wire-framed spectacles. ‘Maybe someone doesn’t want you to read it.’

      ‘No, maybe not,’ Slim said.

      The young librarian actually winked, as though this were some kind of game. ‘Or maybe the person you’re looking to dig up would prefer to remain undisturbed.’

      Slim forced a smile and what he considered the expected chuckle, but as he left the library, all he felt was frustration. Joanna Bramwell, it appeared, did indeed wish to remain undisturbed.
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      The army, for all its rigidity and rules, had taught Slim resourcefulness, and made him master of a panoply of disguises he could assume at will. Armed with a clipboard, a blank notebook, and a pen borrowed indefinitely from the local post office, he drank his way through a few hours masquerading as a local history documentary researcher, knocking on door after door, asking questions only of those old enough who might know, running his mouth to distract those too young who wouldn’t.

      Nine streets and no substantial leads later, he returned, drunk and exhausted, to a missed call on his flat’s landline from Kay Skelton, his translator friend from the army, who now worked as a forensic linguist.

      He called back.

      ‘It’s Latin,’ Kay said. ‘But even more archaic than usual. The kind of Latin that not even people who speak Latin would generally know.’

      Slim sensed that Kay was simplifying a complicated concept that he might fail to understand, but went on to explain that the words were a call to the dead, a lament to a lost love. Ted was begging for a recall, a resurrection, a return.

      Kay had scanned the transcript online and found it a direct quote, taken from a 1935 publication entitled Thoughts Encompassed upon the Dead.

      ‘Likely your mark picked the book up in a junk shop,’ Kay claimed. ‘It’s been out of print for fifty years. What kind of man wants something like that?’

      Slim had no answer, because, frankly, he didn’t know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Another week of pretend-researching brought Slim another lead. At the mention of Joanna’s name, a smile came over the face of an old lady who introduced herself as Diane Collins, local nobody. She nodded with the kind of enthusiasm of someone who had not had a guest in a long while, then invited Slim to sit in a bright living room with windows looking out over a manicured lawn sloping down to a neat, oval pond. The only thing out of place was a bramble making its way up the wooden fence at the garden’s rear. Slim, whose knowledge of gardening extended only as far as occasionally kicking aside the weeds on his building’s front step, wondered if it might actually be a rose branch lacking any flowers.

      ‘I was Joanna’s form teacher,’ stated the old lady, hands encircling a cup of weak tea, which she had a habit of revolving in her fingers as though bidding to ward off arthritis. ‘Her death shocked everyone in the community. It was so unexpected, and she was such a lovely girl. So bright, so beautiful. I mean, there were some real terrors in that class, but Joanna, she was always so well behaved.’

      Slim listened patiently as Diane began a lengthy monologue about the merits of the long-dead girl. When he was sure she wasn’t watching, he slid a hip flask from his pocket and poured a drop of whisky into his tea.

      ‘What happened on the day she drowned?’ Slim asked, when Diane began to digress into tales of her teaching days. ‘Didn’t she know about the rips at Cramer Cove? I mean, Joanna wasn’t the first to die down there. Nor the last.’

      ‘No one knows what really happened, but her body was found at the high tide line early in the morning by someone walking a dog. By then, of course, it was too late.’

      ‘To save her? Well—’

      ‘For her wedding.’

      Slim sat up. ‘Say again?’

      ‘She disappeared the night before her big day. I was there, among the guests while we waited for her. Of course, everyone assumed she had jilted him.’

      ‘Ted?’

      The old woman frowned. ‘Who?’

      ‘Her fiancé? His name was—’

      She shook her head, waving away Slim’s suggestion with the flap of a liver-spotted hand.

      ‘I don’t recall now. I remember his face, though. Picture was in the paper. They never should have photographed a man heartbroken like that. Although, I should say, there were rumours…’

      ‘What rumours?’

      ‘That he knocked her off. Her family had money, his didn’t.’

      ‘But before the wedding?’

      ‘That’s why it never made sense. There are better ways to knock someone off though, aren’t there?’

      The way Diane looked up and gazed at him made Slim feel like she was looking into his soul. I never killed anyone, Slim wanted to tell her. I might have tried once, but I never did.

      ‘Was there an investigation?’

      Diane shrugged. ‘Of course there was, but not much of one. This was the early eighties. In those days a lot of crimes went unsolved. We didn’t have all these forensics and DNA testing and all that you see on the TV now. Questions were asked—I remember being interviewed myself—but with no evidence, what could they do? It got written off as an unfortunate accident. For some silly reason she went swimming the night before her wedding, got out of her depth, and drowned.’

      ‘What happened to her fiancé?’

      ‘He moved away, last I heard.’

      ‘And the families?’

      ‘I heard his went overseas. Hers moved south. Joanna was an only child. Her mother died young, but her father just died last year. Cancer.’ Diane sighed as though this was the height of the tragedy.

      ‘Anyone else you know of that I could talk to?’

      Diane shrugged. ‘There might be old friends around. I wouldn’t know. But be careful. It isn’t talked about.’

      ‘Why not?’

      The old lady put down her tea on a glass-topped coffee table with tropical butterflies beneath its pressed surface.

      ‘Carnwell used to be much smaller than it is today,’ she said. ‘These days it’s become something of a commuter town. You can walk to the shops now without seeing a single familiar face. It never used to be that way. Everyone knew everyone, and like every close-knit community, we had baggage, business we’d rather stayed secret.’

      ‘What could be that bad?’

      The old lady turned to look out of the window, and in profile Slim could see her lip was trembling.

      ‘There are those who believe Joanna Bramwell is still with us. That … she haunts us still.’

      Slim wished he’d put a stronger measure of whisky in his tea. ‘I don’t understand,’ he said, forcing a smile he didn’t feel. ‘A ghost?’

      ‘Are you mocking me, sir? I think it’s perhaps time you—’

      Slim stood up before she did, putting up his hands. ‘I’m sorry, madam. It’s just that this all sounds unusual to me.’

      The woman stared out of the window and mumbled something under her breath.

      ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t catch that.’

      The look in her eyes made him shiver. ‘I said you wouldn’t say that if you’d seen her.’

      As though a battery had run to its last, Diane would say nothing more of interest. Slim nodded along as she led him back to the front door, but all he could think about was the look in Diane’s eyes, and how it had made him want to look over his shoulder.
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      Slumped over a plate of reheated pizza, Slim mulled over what he ought to tell Emma.

      ‘I think my husband is having an affair,’ had begun Emma’s first recorded phone call to Slim’s mobile. ‘Mr. Hardy, would it be possible to call me back?’

      Affairs were easy to prove or disprove with a little stalking and a few photographs; they were bread and butter to private investigators, the kind of easy pickings that paid mortgages. He had already dealt with that job. Ted was in the clear, unless it was possible to have an affair with the ghost of a drowned girl.

      Emma had offered to pay on information, and Slim’s account was running low. But how could he explain the ritual Ted played out every Friday afternoon?

      He arranged a meeting with Kay in a local café.

      ‘It’s an ancient ritual,’ Kay told him. ‘It calls on a wandering spirit to return to the place it calls home. Your mark is asking a spirit to return to him. I matched part of the text to the manuscript I found in an online archive, but another part has been changed. It’s rough, the grammar a little uncertain. I think your mark did it himself.’

      ‘And what does it say?’

      ‘It asks that he be given a second chance.’

      ‘You’re sure about that?’

      ‘Quite sure. But the tone … the tone is off. It might be a translation error, but … the way he says it, it’s like something bad will happen if she doesn’t come back.’

      Kay agreed to translate the following week’s ritual too, to see if there was any variation, but following that, regretfully, he said he would need something for his time.

      Slim needed to say something to Emma. Expenses, both actual and possible, were beginning to mount up. First, though, he tried to pull another of his frayed old army strings, to see if he could dig up a little more background.

      Ben Holland had worked in the Royal Military Police, before taking up a superintendent post in London. While his tone was cold enough to remind Slim of the disgrace he had brought to his division, Ben did offer to make a call on Slim’s behalf to an old friend, the head of Carnwell’s local police force.

      The chief inspector, however, wasn’t returning calls to internet-based private investigators.

      Slim decided to compile what information he had so far to pass to Emma, and leave it at that. After all, he’d achieved his initial commission, and if he let himself dig too much deeper, it would be on his own time and at his own expense.

      First, he swung past Cramer Cove to take a stroll, wondering if the wild headlands might inspire him.

      It was Thursday, and the beach was deserted. With the winding approach road, potholed, and in places so broken up it was little more than a dirt track over stones, it was no surprise that Cramer Cove was unpopular. Yet at the top of the beach he found stone foundations suggesting it had enjoyed far greater popularity in bygone days.

      On the plateau above the foreshore, Slim found pieces of wood lying in the weeds, traces of garish paint still visible. He closed his eyes and turned around, breathing in the scent of sea air and imagining a beach crowded with tourists, sitting on towels, eating ice-creams, playing with balls on the sand.

      When he opened his eyes, something was standing by the distant water’s edge.

      Slim squinted, but his eyes weren’t what they had once been. He patted his jacket pocket, but he had left his binoculars in the car.

      The thing was still there, a jumble of greys and blacks in a human shape. Water glistened on its clothes, in the long threads of tangled hair.

      As Slim watched, it melted backward into the sea and was gone.

      He stared after it for a long time, dumbstruck, and as the minutes ticked by, he began to doubt whether he’d really seen anything at all. Just a shadow, perhaps, as a cloud passed over the beach. Or even something not human at all, one of the grey seals that populated this section of coast.

      He tried to remember how many drinks he’d had today. There had been the usual dram in his morning coffee, a glass—or was it two?—with lunch, and perhaps one before he set out?

      It might be time to consider easing back. He played roulette every time he stepped in the car, but he had spent so long suppressing the guilt and shame of his own existence that he barely noticed it anymore.

      He was counting possible drinks on his fingers when he realised that the tide was not yet low. If something had really been there, tracks would be visible in the wet sand.

      Slim climbed over a rusty metal barrier, hurried down the rocky foreshore and out across the sand flat. Long before he reached the water’s edge he knew his search was futile. The sand was smooth, scored only by ripple lines left by the receding water.

      By the time he returned to his car, he had convinced himself that the figure watching him from the shoreline was a figment of his imagination.

      After all, what else could it be?
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      The following Friday, Ted repeated his ritual as usual. Slim had considered meeting Emma in the morning and then bringing her along to prove his story, but after a night filled with vicious dreams of sea demons and crashing waves, he thought better of it. Watching Ted from the same grassy ledge he had watched from over the five previous weeks, he felt strangely redundant, as though he’d run hard at a brick wall and had nowhere left to go.

      Walking back down to the beach after Ted had gone, he kicked at the faded pink remains of a plastic spade and decided it was time to do some more digging.

      He figured Saturday and Sunday were the days when most people would be at home, so he trolled the streets, knocking on doors and posing questions in his newly familiar guise as a fake documentary maker. Few people would give him the time of day, and by the time he’d stopped by three of Carnwell’s pubs to tally up what he’d learned so far, he doubted he was in the kind of state to make much headway anyway.

      He was stumbling along one last street on the northern edge of the town when a siren gave a quick blare to announce a police car pulling in behind him.

      Slim stopped and turned, leaning on a lamp post to catch his breath. A police officer rolled down a window and waved to Slim to get inside.

      In his early fifties, the man had ten years on Slim but looked fit and healthy, the kind of man who ate muesli and orange juice for breakfast and went for a lunchtime run. Slim fondly remembered the days when he had seen such a man staring back at him, but it had been a couple of years since he had dropped and broken his flat’s only mirror, and he never looked too hard at reflections in case the bad luck was catching.

      The police officer smiled. ‘What’s this about then? Three calls I get today. Doubled the weekly average. Which house are you planning to burgle?’

      Slim sighed. ‘I guess if I had to choose, I’d go with that green one on Billing Street. Number Six was it? Husband at work yet two Mercs in the drive? You could tell just from the hum of the air-con that the house is a treasure trove. I mean, who has A.C. in northwest England? I’d be in there already, but I didn’t fancy risking that the alarm just inside the door having a direct police linkup.’

      ‘It does indeed. Terry Easton is a local lawyer.’

      ‘Bloodsuckers.’

      ‘You got that right. So, I’m guessing, Mr—’

      ‘John Hardy. Call me Slim. Everyone does.’

      ‘Slim?’

      ‘Don’t ask. It’s a long story.’

      ‘As would be appropriate. So, I’m guessing, Mr. Hardy, that you’re not really interested in local myths and legends. What are you, Scotland Yard undercover?’

      ‘I wish. Armed Forces, discharged. Attacked a man who wasn’t actually banging my wife. Did my time, came out with a prior skill set and a drinking problem waiting to happen.’

      ‘And now?’

      ‘P.I. Work mostly around Manchester. Starvation brought me this far north.’ He patted his stomach. ‘Don’t be fooled. It’s only beer and water.’

      As if unsure where Slim was crossing between truth and humour, the man gave a tentative smile. ‘Well, Mr Hardy, my name is Arthur Davis. I’m the chief inspector of our little constabulary here in Carnwell, though with the size of our force I barely deserve the title. I believe you tried to contact me about a cold case. Joanna Bramwell?’

      ‘Is this how you usually return calls?’

      Arthur laughed, a baritone that made Slim’s ears ring. ‘I was heading home. Thought I’d keep a look out for you. Now, do you want to tell what this is about? Ben Holland is an old friend, which is the only reason I even considered speaking with you. There are cold cases, and then there’s the case of Joanna Bramwell. It’s one this community has always been happy to keep buried.’

      ‘Any particular reason?’

      ‘Why do you even want to know?’

      Without asking, Arthur had driven into a drive-through McDonald’s and presented Slim with a steaming cup of black coffee.

      ‘I take three sugars,’ Arthur said, ripping open a sachet. ‘You?’

      Slim gave him a tired smile. ‘Dram of Bells if I’ve got one handy,’ he said. ‘But I’ll take it straight. Over-percolated works best.’

      Arthur pulled into a free parking space and shut off the engine. In the glow of the nearest streetlight, the chief inspector’s face was like the surface of the moon, a series of shadowed craters.

      ‘I’ll tell you straight up that you should leave this case alone,’ Arthur said, sipping his coffee, staring straight ahead at the railings that separated them from a ring road roundabout. ‘The Joanna Bramwell case broke one of the best policemen Carnwell ever had. Mick Temple was my first mentor. He led that case but retired straight after, aged just fifty-three. Hung himself a year later.’

      Slim frowned. ‘All because of a dead girl on the beach?’

      ‘You’re an Armed Forces man,’ Arthur said. Slim nodded. ‘I guess you’ve seen things you don’t like to talk much about. Unless you’ve had a drink, and then you’ll talk about nothing else?’

      Slim watched the lights of cars blurring along the ring road. ‘An explosion,’ he muttered. ‘A pair of boots and a hat lying in the dust. Everything in between ... gone.’

      Arthur was silent for a few seconds as if digesting this information and giving it a customary period of respect. Slim hadn’t spoken of his old platoon leader in twenty years. Bill Allen hadn’t disappeared completely, of course. They had found bits of him later.

      ‘Mick always said she came back,’ Arthur said. ‘They found her lying high on the foreshore, as though carried there by a freak wave. You’ve been to Cramer Cove, I take it? She was thirty metres above the spring tide line. No way Joanna could have got there unless someone dragged her.’

      ‘Or she crawled there herself.’

      Arthur put up a hand as though to push the thought out of his mind.

      ‘The official report stated that the two dog walkers who found her must have moved her, to keep her away from the tide, but both were local residents. They would have known the tide was going out.’

      ‘But she was dead?’

      ‘Quite. Coroner examination and everything. Officially, she drowned. They put her in the morgue and later they buried her.’

      ‘And that’s it? No investigation?’

      ‘We had nothing to go on. No suggestion it was anything other than an accident. No witnesses, nothing circumstantial. It was an accident, that was all.’

      Slim smiled. ‘So why did you call it a cold case? That’s an unsolved murder investigation, isn’t it?’

      Arthur drummed his fingers on the dashboard. ‘You got me. It’s forgotten to everyone except those few of us who remember Mick.’

      ‘What else do you know?’

      Arthur turned to face Slim. ‘I’ve told you enough, I think. How about you tell me what you’re doing out trolling Carnwell’s streets in search of information?’

      Slim thought about spinning the chief inspector a lie. After all, if he’d opened a can of worms and the police got involved, he’d likely never get paid. In the end he said, ‘I have a client who has an obsession with Joanna. I’m trying to find out why.’

      ‘What kind of obsession?’

      ‘An, um, occult one.’

      ‘Are you one of those wacko ghost hunters?’

      ‘I wasn’t until a week or two ago.’

      Arthur groaned. ‘Well, this would be a good place to start. You heard of Becca Lees?’

      Slim frowned, searching his recent memory. The name appeared somewhere—

      ‘Second victim,’ Arthur said. ‘Five years after the first. 1992. There was a third in 2000, but we’ll get to that.’

      ‘Should I be writing this down?’

      In the gloom, Arthur’s gesture could have been a nod or a shrug. ‘I’m not talking to you right now,’ he said. ‘You’ll discover this on your own, in the end.’

      ‘But it would suit your purpose if the Joanna Bramwell cold case was ... warmed up a little?’

      ‘Mick was a good friend,’ Arthur said.

      Slim sensed the matter was closed. ‘What do you have for me?’

      ‘Becca Lees was nine,’ Arthur continued. ‘Found in the pools on the beach’s south side at low tide.’

      ‘Drowned,’ Slim said, remembering what he had read of the story. ‘Accidental death.’

      ‘Not a mark on her,’ Arthur added. ‘I was in the first car on the scene. I—’ Slim heard a sound like a suppressed sob. ‘—I rolled her over.’

      ‘I’ve heard a lot about those rip tides,’ Slim said.

      ‘It was October,’ Arthur said. ‘Right about this time of year. Half-term week, but we’d had a storm roll in and the beach was covered in debris. Young Becca, according to her mother, had gone down to collect driftwood for a school art project.’

      Slim sighed. ‘I remember once doing the same. And she decided to take a quick swim, and got pulled in.’

      ‘Her mother dropped her off on the way into Carnwell. Came back an hour later to pick her up, and it was too late.’

      ‘You think she was murdered?’

      Arthur thumped the dashboard with a ferocity that made Slim flinch.

      ‘Goddamn it, I know she was murdered. But what could I do? You don’t murder someone on a beach unless it’s already low tide. Know why?’

      Slim shook his head.

      ‘You leave tracks. Ever tried brushing away tracks left in sand? Impossible. Yet there was one set. That’s all. Down to the water’s edge, then there was a small space where the tide had gone out. The girl had been dragged through the water and dumped on the rocks, left marooned when the water receded.’

      ‘Sounds like drowning. She got too close, got sucked under, dragged across the beach.’

      ‘So it appears. Except Becca Lees couldn’t swim. She didn’t even like the beach. She had no swimsuit with her. We show up, and there’s a zigzag across the sand where she’s picking stuff up. Then from about halfway to the low tide mark, there’s a single straight line up to the water’s edge, which ends with two prints in the sand, facing out to sea. What does that tell you?’

      Slim let out a deep breath. ‘That either a girl who didn’t like water felt a sudden urge to walk right up to the shore ... or she saw something that caught her attention.’

      Arthur nodded. ‘Something that came out of the water.’

      Slim thought of the figure he thought he’d seen by the shore. Had Becca Lees seen something similar? Something that had compelled her to leave her driftwood collecting and walk straight to the water’s edge?

      Something that had lured her to her death?

      ‘There’s something else,’ Arthur said. ‘The coroner picked it up but it wasn’t enough to stop a ruling of accidental death. The muscles in the back of her shoulders and neck displayed an unnatural tightness, as though they had stiffened immediately after her death.’

      ‘How could that happen?’

      ‘I talked to the coroner, and I put it to the superintendent as my reasoning for extending the investigation, but there was no other evidence. What it could have proved was that Becca was trying to withstand a great pressure at the moment of her death.’

      Slim nodded. He rubbed his eyes as though hoping to banish an unwelcome image from his mind. ‘Someone was holding her under.’

      They exchanged numbers before Arthur dropped Slim off near his place with a promise to dig out whatever he could find of the case files. There was more to tell, he said, but with a wife and dinner waiting it would have to hold over for another time.

      Slim, with his brain frazzled after an exhausting day, had come to only one concrete conclusion: he needed to talk to Emma about Ted.
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      He met Emma in a forest park a couple of miles out of town. She had picked the location as one where they were least likely to be seen, where they could conduct their business with no way of it finding its way back to Ted. As he waited for her, Slim was plagued by the feeling that they were a pair of secretive lovers, and the loneliness that walked with him everywhere enjoyed the analogy rather more than he felt was appropriate. As Emma approached, walking briskly, her head lowered, Slim stuffed his hands deep into his coat pockets, lest they could in some way betray him.

      Emma’s expression was terse. ‘It’s been almost two months,’ she said. ‘Do you have answers for me yet?’

      No formal greeting. And the analyst in Slim wanted to point out that it was seven weeks and four days.

      ‘Mrs. Douglas, please sit down. Yes, I have some information, but I also need some.’

      ‘Oh, right, Mr Hardy, you’re on my payroll but you’re still figuring things out, is that it?’

      Slim was tempted to mention that he was yet to receive a penny. Instead he said, ‘It is my conclusion that your husband is not having an affair—’ The relief on Emma’s face was somewhat tempered by Slim’s final word: ‘—yet.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘I believe, at this point, that your husband is attempting to contact a former girlfriend or lover. To what end, I’m not sure, but the obvious one comes to mind. However, I need to go over your husband’s background one more time in order to fully establish what kind of relationship Ted has or wants with the person he is trying to contact.’

      Slim mentally scolded himself for treating speculation as fact, but he needed to loosen her tongue.

      ‘That bastard. I knew we should never have come back here. Everyone’s screwing each other in these horrible little inbred towns.’

      Slim wanted to point out that if Carnwell was in the grip of a mass orgy he’d been regrettably overlooked, but instead he tried to force a look of sympathy into his eyes.

      ‘Three years ago, you told me, wasn’t it? That you came back here?’

      ‘Two,’ Emma said, correcting Slim’s deliberate mistake. She took a deep breath, lining up a slew of background information that Slim hoped would contain something he needed. It was always best when a client told you before they were asked. It made the tongue, often such a suspicious beast, into a willing companion.

      ‘He got offered a job, so he said. I was happy in Leeds. I had my part-time work, friends, my clubs. I don’t know why he wanted to come back. I mean, his parents are long gone and his sister lives in London—not that he ever calls her—so it’s not like he has any ties here. I mean, we’ve been married twenty-seven years, and he’s only ever driven me through it a handful of times on the way to somewhere more interesting. Okay, there was this one time we stopped for chips, but they really weren’t nice; far too dry—’

      ‘And your husband, he’s in banking?’

      ‘I’ve told you all this before. Investment. He spends all his time knee-deep in other people’s money. I mean, it’s a soulless existence, isn’t it? But we can’t always make money doing what we want in life, can we, Mr. Hardy?’

      ‘That’s true.’

      ‘I mean, if we could, I’d be paid for drinking port at lunchtime.’

      Slim smiled. Perhaps he had found a kindred spirit after all. Emma Douglas was ten years older than he at best, but she had looked after herself in ways that women with Christmas gym memberships and too much free time were wont to do. In the interests of closing the case, he realised that, with a drink or two in him at least, he’d do whatever was necessary if it meant keeping tongues loose.

      And to hell with morals.

      ‘And your husband’s background ... he was always into finance?’

      Emma snorted. ‘Oh, good God, no. He tried his hand at all sorts, so I believe, after he graduated. But there’s not much money in rubbish like poetry, is there?’

      Slim lifted an eyebrow. ‘Your husband was a poet?’

      Emma waved a dismissive hand. ‘Oh, he was into all that. He studied English classics. You know, Shakespeare?’

      Slim allowed himself not to be offended. ‘I know a few of the titles,’ he said, hiding a smile.

      ‘Yes, Ted loved that kind of thing. He was a real hippy back in the late seventies. Tried his hand at stand-up poetry, acting, that kind of thing. He graduated in eighty-two, and worked for a while as a substitute English teacher. Doesn’t really pay the bills, though, does it? It’s nice when you’re young to be into all that, but it’s not something to do long-term. A friend got him a banking job shortly after we were married, and I think he found the income quite addictive, as one might.’

      Slim gave a slow nod. He was painting as much a picture of Emma as he was of Ted. The repressed romantic, shoehorned into a life based on money, with a materialistic, trophy wife glued to his arm, pining of the old days, of poetry, freedom, and perhaps beaches and old lovers.

      ‘Does Ted often talk much about the old days? I mean, before you were married?’

      Emma shrugged. ‘He used to, sometimes. I mean, I never wanted to hear about old lovers or anything like that, but he would talk about his childhood from time to time. Less as the years passed. I mean, no marriage stays as it was, does it? People don’t talk like they used to. Didn’t you find it that way?’

      ‘Me?’

      ‘You told me you were married, didn’t you?’

      Sometimes, painting himself as a victim made people open up, and he needed Emma to feel a certain companionship before he asked the next, difficult, questions.

      ‘Nine years,’ he said. ‘We met when I was on recuperation leave after the first Gulf War. I was in barracks most of that time during our marriage. Charlotte joined me on the first couple of bases, when I was stationed in Germany. But she didn’t fancy Egypt, or later Yemen. She preferred to stay back in England and “keep house”, as she put it.’

      Emma put a hand on his knee. ‘But what she was actually doing was taking control of your finances and taking other men into your bed?’

      Had the choice of words been his, Slim, who watched far fewer daytime soaps than it was clear Emma did, would have phrased it differently, but it wasn’t altogether untrue.

      ‘That’s about the whole of it,’ he said. ‘She was happy enough until a minor wound hunting pirates in the Persian Gulf got me transferred to the Intelligence Corps back in the U.K. Then I could go home at weekends. She lasted a month before she ran.’

      ‘With the butcher?’

      Slim smiled. ‘Did I tell you about that? Yes, with the butcher. Mr. Staples. I never learned his first name. I didn’t find out until later. She’d been flirting with a colleague who announced he was moving to Sheffield. I put two and two together and got screwed.’

      ‘Poor you.’ Emma patted his knee, then gave it a slight squeeze. Slim tried to ignore it.

      ‘It is what it is. I don’t miss the army one bit. Life is so much more interesting as a P.I., surviving from payday to payday.’

      ‘Well, I’m glad,’ Emma said, missing Slim’s heavy dose of sarcasm.

      ‘It got worse,’ Slim continued, going for the killer blow that would seal them as pity buddies forever. ‘She pulled a few legal strings while I was in service. She filed for divorce and I found out the house I was paying for had been changed solely into her name. She claimed it as a pre-existing property she had owned before our marriage. She’d had someone tweak a few dates on legal documents and I lost everything. Oh, and she was pregnant, which got her additional leniency. This after aborting our first child while I was on active duty, because she didn’t want the baby growing up without a father.’

      ‘The second baby was yours?’

      Slim laughed. ‘Hell no. I hadn’t been near her in years. I presume it belonged to the butcher, like the rest of my life then did.’

      ‘Oh, that’s awful.’ Emma was stroking his thigh, but Slim, with his hands still stuffed deep into his pockets, ignored it. Instead, he shrugged. ‘One of those things,’ he said.

      ‘It must have been heartbreaking.’

      Slim closed his eyes a moment, remembering a pair of boots sitting on the sand. ‘I’ve seen worse,’ he said.

      Emma was silent for a moment, frowning as she stared at the path, hand still working up and down Slim’s thigh as though trying to warm it against the cold.

      ‘Can I ask you a personal question?’ Slim said.

      ‘How personal?’

      ‘Would this be Ted’s first affair?’

      Emma withdrew her hand and appeared taken aback. ‘Um, well, I believe so. I mean, I’m not sure, but he’s always been a good husband.’

      ‘And yourself?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I’m sorry to ask you this, Mrs. Douglas, but have you?’

      Emma pulled away from him. The vacant space between them on the bench stared at Slim like a wide-eyed child.

      ‘What’s that got to do with anything?’ Emma stood up and backed away. ‘Look, Mr. Hardy, I think it might be time I terminated our contract. You’ve given me nothing of any value and now you’re asking me questions like that. I’m not some lonely wife you can just—’

      ‘Did Ted ever show any interest in the occult?’ Slim interjected.

      Emma stared at him, open-mouthed, then shook her head. ‘I never should have hired you,’ she snapped. ‘I’ll find out what’s going on by myself.’

      Without another word, she stalked away, leaving Slim sitting alone on the bench, his fingers caressing the warm place her hand had left on his thigh.
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      With no better ideas, Slim headed for the library and checked out a Shakespeare anthology. Then, an hour later, he was back at the desk beneath the condescending gaze of the wannabe-writer clerk to return the book—which had been as useful as reading French—and in its place rent the library’s DVD film copies.

      By Thursday night, after a two-day television binge, he had watched all of the films he had heard of, and a couple he hadn’t. Even seeing the drama played out, a lot of it had made little sense, but if Ted Douglas had spent his formative years engrossed with the likes of Hamlet and Macbeth, it was easy to see where an interest in the occult might have come from.

      Drunk on cheap red wine, Slim dozed through the closing scenes of Romeo and Juliet, waking up when his phone rang to find both lovers dead and the credits rolling.

      He wasn’t quick enough out of the chair to pick up the call, and the caller left no message. Checking the number, he found it unrecognised, and a call back buzzed into space. Most likely it had come from Skype or some similar digital provider.

      He sat back in his chair, wondering how to progress. Arthur was his best lead; the loose-tongued chief inspector had more to say and the know-how to provide Slim with inside details.

      But where was this heading? Hired to investigate the possible infidelity of a rich investment banker, he found himself unearthing details of a long-ago cold case, and a number of others around it.

      He wasn’t getting paid for this. It was best to let it go and forget it. He had rent to pay. He couldn’t afford such an expensive tangent.

      Yet the same compulsion was drawing him as that which had made him enlist so many years ago now. The need for adventure, for exoticism; it was undeniable.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Friday morning, he woke with a hangover worse than any he remembered in the last few weeks, glared at the pair of empty wine bottles in the rubbish bin and then tried to coax himself back to coherency with a large fry-up at the greasy spoon café on the corner of his street.

      Ted would be at the beach again this afternoon, but would there be any point going to watch him? It was the same ritual over and over. In any case, Emma had told him to get lost. He was on a hiding to nothing.

      He was walking back to his house when his mobile buzzed. It was Kay Skelton, his translator friend.

      ‘Slim? I tried to call you last night. Can we meet?’

      ‘Now?’

      ‘If possible.’

      The urgency in Kay’s voice swayed Slim. He gave Kay the name of a bar a couple of streets from the café. It would be open by the time he walked there.

      Twenty minutes later, he found a barman just opening the doors and switching on the lights. He fought the urge to get started early, opting for a coffee, which he took to a dim corner and sat down in a booth to wait for Kay. 

      The translator showed up half an hour later. Slim was on his third coffee, and the line of whiskies behind the bar was threatening to break through his defences.

      Slim hadn’t seen Kay face to face since their army days. The linguistics expert, who now worked an easy desk job translating foreign documents for a law firm, had softened and gained weight. He looked like he ate too well and didn’t drink well enough.

      Slim was still the only customer, so Kay spotted him straight away. He called to the barman for a double brandy then climbed into the seat opposite.

      They shook hands. Both lied about how well the other looked. Kay offered Slim a drink which Slim declined. Then, with a sigh, as though it were the last thing he wanted to do, Kay pulled a file out of the bag he had brought with him and laid it down on the table.

      ‘I made a mistake,’ he said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘This is the transcript. I double-checked the translation, and while I had the meaning right, I screwed up with one small section.’

      Kay pulled a sheet of paper out of the file. A red circle highlighted a section of scruffy, handwritten text Slim assumed was Latin.

      ‘This section. Your man is telling something to come back, that it needs to return home. Only he’s not.’ Kay pointed at a word that was so illegible Slim didn’t even try to read it. ‘Here. Not “come”, “go”.’

      ‘Go back?’

      Kay nodded. ‘Whatever it is that your mark is afraid of, it’s already here.’
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      Slim felt numb as he sat in the car across the street from Ted’s office near Carnwell town centre. The bulky radio equipment was set up on the passenger seat, but the microphone chip hidden in Ted’s jacket was giving off no signal. It had been a long shot, after all, unless Ted was wearing the jacket, but if Ted had left it slung over a backseat there was still a chance it would pick up voices.

      The trump card, Slim knew, was to confront Ted himself, but that would set off a storm Slim wanted to avoid for now. If he could just catch a few of Ted’s self-absorbed mumblings, it might give him a few clues, and he kicked himself for forgetting the microphone chip Emma had planted in her husband’s jacket.

      A door opened in the front of the office building, and Ted, briefcase in hand, strode down the steps and made his way around to the car park at the rear. Slim pulled a sunshade across his window and pulled headphones over his ears. He heard only a muffled crackling, followed by the thump of a door closing, which told him at least that the battery in the microphone was still live.

      Then the start of a car engine. A moment later, Ted’s green saloon appeared on the slip road that led around the office to the car park.

      Slim turned around in his seat, adjusting the wire from the headphones
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