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Jos Ferguson travels from Edinburgh to northern Tanzania to visit the house her Uncle Peter built before he died.

But Peter isn’t as dead as he should be... he was murdered, and he wants his niece to help him exact revenge upon his killer.

With a little Maasai magic and a conspiracy of cats, Jos sets out to do exactly that.

A beautiful house. A horrible death. A brilliant revenge.

Who knew death could be so lively?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Making Sacrifices

[image: ]


A graphic novelist’s nightmares collide with reality when his fictional character mirrors a real-life murder victim.

The investigation called her Lady of the Lake, because no one knew her name.

But someone knew... because someone had hidden her body

​How far would you go to keep your family’s darkest secrets?
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A loud crack originating from between his ears was the last thing Connor Beattie heard.

Rooted to the spot at the top of the stairs, looking down to where he lay at the bottom, Jade Crow heard it too. His head was turned nearly all the way around, so even though he’d landed with his arse in the air and his legs folded under him, she could see most of his face. Eyes wide, staring back up at her in surprise. Any second now he would right himself, he would get up. He would come for her. 

No, he wouldn’t. Couldn’t.

Even as she gaped at her boyfriend; twisted in more ways than were currently apparent, most of Jade knew he was dead. That sound, that sinister little noise, bizarrely loud like a twig snapping in some deep dark wood, was his neck breaking. What else could it have been? All noise and movement related to his tumble down the stairs, his grunts and gasps on the way... all ceased into stillness by that trifling crack.

‘His neck is kaput,’ Felice declared with smug satisfaction. 

Jade looked up to see her other dead companion, and felt her mind shift towards insanity as the old woman dressed in nothing but a pale blue nightie and a pair of overnight incontinence pants winked out of existence. There one second, gone the next. In out, off on. There had been a number of these startling appearances and disappearances this evening. The first around two hours ago, as Jade made her way home after welcoming two branches of the emergency services into Felice’s home.

~~
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OFFICER ONE AND OFFICER Two responded to Jade’s 999 call. Not an emergency. Determined during that call, because Felice was already dead and likely from natural causes. But officers would attend as per protocol. Large and looming officers, as they stood in the hallway by the door into the bedroom. All eyes drawn to Felice, still and supine on the bed, respectably arranged. Officer One, entered, checked for signs of life, picked up the hot water bottle.

‘I didn’t want her to get cold,’ Jade whispered. 

Officer One empathised. There was a definite chill in the air despite the mild weather. Not that the old dear needed it anymore, but he replaced the bottle all the same, shuddering in a passing draft as he did so.

Officer Two took a few steps into the room, kicked something on the floor, bent, picked up a bottle of pills.

‘I dropped them,’ Jade watched as he read the label. ‘I did CPR, but it was no good.’ Or maybe she was no good. 

Officer Two set the pills down and got on his radio to report findings. Officer One came back out into the hall and asked Jade routine questions with easy answers. 

She came in every weekday, mornings and evenings. On Saturdays it was morning only. This evening she’d given Felice her dinner and then helped her into bed. She was back in the kitchen tidying up when she heard Felice cry out. Felice was still in bed but clutching her chest. She was eighty-one. She suffered from angina, but there were the pills.

Dismissed soon after. One last look to where the new on the scene ambulance guys laid out the big black body bag on the bed next to Felice, then Jade headed for the bus stop and the impending familiarity of her every Friday night. 

As if the thought inspired it, her phone tuned even as she crossed the main road to reach the bus stop. Connor. She hadn’t responded to his previous half dozen texts... a little busy mourning the sudden loss of her best friend. Now he was phoning. Connor never phoned.  

A jovial little tune and the image of his smiling face in the palm of her hand. Sparkling eyes, nice teeth, dimples. A photo taken in the early stages of their relationship, when smiling was something they did together. The sight of him inspired the very opposite of happiness within Jade these days. How quickly things had changed. Fun times grown toxic. Sexual attraction, festered into sexual abuse. 

Swiping red, Jade phoned the agency instead. After hours so she left a message, letting them know one of their clients had died and that the police might be in touch. Then she stood at the bus stop as rain drizzled depressingly down. Everything tangible overwhelmed by defined feelings of sadness. Felice. Her only friend in the world, and Jade didn’t know what she would do without her. 

The bus pulled in moments later. Jade got on, showed her pass, sat down on the long seat across the back. She felt sick. Bereft. She didn’t want to go home, but she had nowhere else to go. Right then, in the bleak aftermath of profound loss, Jade felt like she’d never escape. Eighty-one-year-old Felicitas Wolfe had been her best friend, her beacon of hope, her sanctuary. One moment smiling, the next splayed in the agony that had ushered in death. Gone forever, and Jade had never felt so alone.

As the bus headed down Orchard Brae, she turned tear bright eyes to the side window and the night beyond... and nearly wet herself in shock when she saw Felice reflected there. A quick glance at the real space inside the bus revealed no trace, however, and she automatically turned back to the window to check on what must surely have been a cruel trick of the light. 

But Felice was still there, exactly as she’d looked when Jade stood redundantly at the bedroom door clutching the equally useless pill bottle. There were two useless bottles. One in the bedside drawer. She’d grabbed for that one first, but the drawer was stuck... or rather something in the drawer stopped her opening it more than a few pointless millimetres, rendering that bottle useless. 

Felice was rigid inside her pain by then, so Jade made a dash for the sitting room and the other bottle that lived on the little table next to her favourite chair. But bottle number two wasn’t there! It was up on the mantelpiece, hiding among all the prettily framed photos. It seemed like forever before Jade found it. Too long. As soon as she reached the bedroom door she knew Felice was dead. The silence. The slack jaw. Those lustreless eyes. That same awful vision reflecting back at Jade right then from the bus window.

Legs splaying from the hem of the pale blue nightie, hands clawed, head tilted to one side. Then, as if inspired by recognition, reflected-Felice became slightly more animated. It was like watching a zombie slowly turn its head, and soon those dead eyes had moved from staring blankly ahead, to staring blankly at Jade. 

A weird sound, like that from the frightened little animal, escaped her throat. It wasn’t just the sound of fear. It was the sound of guilt. Not only had she been too slow finding the pills, she may very well have caused the fatal attack by being such a stupid cow that same morning.
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A beautiful April morning, far away from the overflowing bins, chewing gum mottle, discarded nappies, dog shit and scavenging gulls that characterized the brutalist concrete disgrace of a council scheme that Jade lived in. 

High up in posh Edinburgh, it was all leafy green trees and lofty views. Walking from the bus stop, through the gardens dividing Queen’s Ferry Road from Learmonth Terrace, she could see out across the Stockbridge rooftops and on towards the distant sparkle of the Firth of Forth. All the way to the coast of Fife. One of those mornings that, by virtue of its perfection, could make even the most unfortunate of pasts seem not simply very far away, but also irrelevant.

At nineteen-years-old, Jade Crow had already put up with a lot more abuse than most people can expect to bear across a whole lifetime. The neglected child of a drug addicted prostitute, she was taken into care at a young age. The system, social workers, and a string of foster homes came to define the next decade of her life. 
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IT WASN’T SO BAD AT first. Not bad at all. Jade’s first foster home was with an older couple able to cope with kids so troubled they needed specialist help. That was Jade. Six years old but she couldn’t use a knife and fork, a toilet. She couldn’t even talk properly. Margie and Ken prepared her for life in a real family. An abandoned dog prepared for rehoming. 

Jade loved it there and spent a lot of time in their walled garden sitting on the swing, staring up through the branches of the massive tree it hung from. Planted by Margie’s grandad, the tree was a great domed mulberry. Not a bush like in the nursey rhyme. This tree was eighty years old and as tall as it was wide. Its trunk so thick Margie and Ken had to press hard up against both sides and stretch around, just to be able to touch fingertips. Red squirrels raced around in it, competing with the birds also making use of the many feeders hung from its great branches. Shade on a hot day and shelter from the rain. It was the most beautiful thing Jade had ever seen, and she loved it with all her child’s heart. Trees were still Jade’s favourite things in the whole world. Trees and her namesake crows.

After eight months with Margie and Ken she was moved on. Everyone was really proud of her. Now it was time to join a new family, make friends, go to school. So said Maureen Grier, social worker. Maureen, who always arrived with her big bag full of files. Each file a troubled kid. Jade’s file, thicker than most. 

Jade could barely recall what Margie looked like these days, but still remembered what it felt like to be held inside her fuzzy, woollen clad arms. It still brought tears into her eyes when she remembered being held like that, being cuddled, feeling loved. Life hadn’t been as kind since Margie and Ken diminished from view in the rear window of Maureen’s car. Most of all Jade recalled how the top of the mulberry tree was visible behind their house, it’s yellowed leaves silently falling, like her tears.

There are undoubtedly some wonderful people taking foster kids in and turning their lives around, but Jade wasn’t ever lucky enough to be placed in that sort of home. She always ended up with the people who were in it for the wrong reasons. Kudos. Power. Usually the money. 

At the age of eight Jade was in the children should be seen and not heard family, who expected her to be ever grateful, always sorry. She spent her time there wetting the bed because the biological daughters liked to bully when no one was looking. They called Jade the meal ticket and took turns nipping and biting. After a few months Jade decided to bite back. Big mistake. A psychological assessment followed, along with a stint inside a children’s unit among other discarded kids, most of whom were quick to discover and then exploit her many weaknesses. 

The next family basked in admiring looks from their many friends, as they displayed their little project. They hadn’t wanted babies of their own. Too much of a commitment in terms of their precious time. Much better to get one that was already house trained. An unwanted child that had wrecked some other woman’s body. He was a barrister, she a senior lecturer in physics. Together they believed that little girls should spend their time looking poised and pretty, sitting quietly with a book or interesting guests with intelligent conversation. Elocution, deportment, table etiquette. Jade couldn’t always keep up with the rules and was soon talked about in terms of letting kudos couple down. Another cycle of bedwetting ensued, inspiring recollections of an old dog that had become an incontinent nuisance. Looking back, Jade supposed she was lucky not to be taken to the vet to be put to sleep.

Saving hard for the holiday of a lifetime, family cash came next. Despite the allowance, Jade’s clothing and shoes now came from charity shops and jumble sales. She wore her old stuff, nice kudos couple clothes, as long as possible. But she quickly grew out of all these things. Family cash then took real offence when she refused to dress like an invitation to every bully in a five-mile radius. That was the first time Jade was struck by an adult. SLAP! Ungrateful little bitch. She was eleven and, after a few more smacks to face and head, slapped right back. Big mistake number two.

The following stint in a different children’s unit came to an abrupt end when Jade ended up being treated in hospital for concussion and a broken wrist. She was then placed with the family who forced her to eat every morsel of food set in front of her, or sit alone and hungry in a tiny, windowless box room. She took to spending much of her time high among the branches of the big tree at the bottom of their garden, preferring the company of the crow family nesting there. Her weight dropped so dramatically over the next few months; she ended up back in hospital due to malnutrition. 

Next Jade was treated like Cinderella; she did the cooking and cleaning, while foster mum sat on her massive arse eating family size packs of crisps. Looking at that one the wrong way attracted varying degrees of violence, from slaps to punches to shoves and kicks. Needless to say Jade eventually hit back. Unfortunately, she utilised the large wooden spoon she was holding at the time. Utensil used as a weapon. The police were involved, her reputation for violence was duly noted and that already fat file gained even more weight.

Over and over rejected, over and over labelled. Over and over told to pack up her belongings inside the black plastic bin bags Maureen Grier carried along with all those files. Over and over sent back to some local authority children’s unit. All the kids no one wanted, all lumped together on the fringes of a bleak council estate somewhere. After school lessons included keying cars, smoking and shoplifting. Then the Carmichaels showed up. Jade’s final foster home, and the worst by far.
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FAR AWAY MEMORIES OF faraway times on that beautiful sparkling April morning, so full of promise, by virtue of its perfection. Nothing bad could possibly exist on a morning like this, no power in the past. Even the many dark corners lurking in her present couldn’t dull Jade’s smile. Watching the birds darting around on their very important business, she took the steps down from the pavement to the door of the basement flat and let herself in with her own key. Singing out, ‘Morning, Felice,’ as she closed the door behind her.

‘Good morning, Jade,’ Felice beamed at her young friend from her bed, as soon as Jade appeared in the doorway. Dark blue eyes, blue black hair and a mouth that turned up at the corners so she always seemed to be smiling. ‘Is it nice out?’

‘The birds are singing so they think so,’ Jade hung her jacket and bag on the hat and coat stand, then entered the bedroom. ‘The weather woman says it’ll be warm a bit later, so you’ll be able to sit outside if you like.’ 

The women then launched into their morning routine. Jade assisted Felice to get out of her night things, then helped her to shower. All the while in considerable pain, but holding that all inside in case there were awkward questions. Once dried off, Jade helped Felice to dress. A smart, navy dress with matching shrug. A string of jet beads, and flat black shoes to complete the look. Jade then brushed out her hair, styling it in a nice little up do, before finally joining Felice for some breakfast. Coffee and croissants from the supply in the freezer. 

They sat at the little table set by the French doors to enjoy the meal as well as the view of the garden beyond. There then followed a brief German lesson as Felice went around the room pointing at things, which Jade named using the correct gender. 

Der herd, die spulmaschine, die waschmaschine.

As Jade was putting away their breakfast things, Felice said, ‘My lawyer will be here this afternoon,’ her angina was getting worse; the attacks increasing in frequency as well as severity, so she was getting her affairs in order. ‘And my groceries are due. I shall be busy myself today.’

‘Take it easy though,’ Jade advised. The lawyer came regularly, bringing cash for what Felice called her ‘sundries’, but he was also a source of irritation. Stupid man. Annoying man. Felice was usually exhausted after his monthly visits. Shopping deliveries were just as tiring, but for different reasons. Felice wasn’t cooking and baking as much lately, but she still enjoyed her kitchen, and loved having fresh ingredients and new bottles of wine to plan meals around. ‘Have a nana nap after all the excitement.’

‘In German we would say mittagsschlaff. Midday sleep.’

Jade dutifully repeated this a few times, then filed it away as part of her growing collection of German words and phrases.

At the end of the visit, Felice got up from the table to accompany Jade to the front door. She stumbled a little and Jade had to catch her to stop her from falling. She over-reached herself, pulling at the already damaged muscles between her ribs and across her back. The gasp escaped from between her gritted teeth before she could stop it, and the look on her friend’s face told Jade the game was up, ‘It’s nothing.’

‘It’s something,’ Felice found Jade’s refusal to discuss this all too obvious and increasingly regular issue irritating. Both her tone of voice and the expression on her face let her young friend know that. Sighing loudly, she went on, ‘We both know your current circumstances would be better laid to rest. We do not speak of these things, but I am neither stupid, nor am I blind. More and more often you come here and you are in pain. You try to help me, but you can’t always manage.’

‘I do my best,’ Jade snapped, a little shocked by Felice’s jaggy response, so on the defensive. ‘Sorry if you feel I’m letting you down.’

‘Enough!’ Felice tutted, irritation flirting with anger now. ‘You deserve better but, for whatever reason you have been unable to deal with him yourself, and I for one am not happy for you to wait around until he kills you!’

Jade was as unsure of that as she sounded, ‘He won’t.’

‘He might. And you know it,’ Felice was dizzy suddenly, lightheaded, breathless. Yet another cause for irritation, because she was a woman used to being in control. They were in the hall, and she reached for the wall to steady herself, then moved to the chair set between the bedroom door and the hat and coat stand. Sitting down heavily and feeling a little tight, she patted at her chest. Focussing on breathing, willing it to pass. 

Jade felt immediately responsible. She shouldn’t have snapped. She didn’t mean to. It was the pain. Not to mention the dark countenance of anger on a face she’d so far only seen as beatific. Genteel and patient Felice had just knocked her sideways by exposing a terrifying fact that Jade imagined she’d been successfully hiding for months. Obviously not. Crouching down in front of her friend, she took a hand. It was soft, dry, the skin tissue thin. ‘I’ve upset you. I didn’t mean to. I’m sorry.’

Lifting her free hand, Felice waved it away. ‘I am fine,’ she was breathing a little easier now. When she spoke again, her voice was soft, but her message intense. ‘You must rid yourself of fear and violence, Jade. I will feel much better if you are free of your horrible man before I die so I can rest in peace.’

‘Don’t say that, Felice.’

‘Schatze, I can’t live forever,’ why would she want to? In a handful of years her money would run out anyway, and Felice would be forced to sell off ill-gotten gains just to eat and heat. Risky enough for the younger woman who’d acquired them, but at her current age Felice would struggle to resurrect the criminal contacts necessary to turn dodgy into dough. Thank goodness she still had her wits about her! Imagine the questions if she were dotty enough to forget to don her mask of respectability every morning. 

Full of love suddenly, Felice reached her hand out and placed it against Jade’s cheek, saw the tears sparkling in those dark blue eyes. ‘Your smile, your friendship. You have come to mean so much to me, Jade. Trust me! You need to get this man out of your life.’

There was nothing Jade wanted more. If she didn’t get away from Connor Beattie she really might end up dead. Beattie by name, Beattie by nature, and him being gone was something she fantasised about every single day. But she hadn’t ever allowed herself to give Felice’s death more than a fleeting moment. She simply couldn’t imagine not having her best friend. The single light in her otherwise dark and depressing life.

As Jade rose to her feet, Felice kept hold of her hand, squeezed it. It broke her heart to see her friend suffer so. To look into those dark blue eyes, and know the sparkles there were due to unfallen tears. She could change all of that, help Jade not simply to escape, but to flourish. She resolved to talk to her soon. To tell Jade her truth. Before it was too late for them both. 

Smiling, Felice said, ‘Have a good rest of day, liebes.’

‘I will,’ Jade pushed it all down deep inside herself, filing it away with all the other shit endured across the years and offered up her best smile. ‘Will you be okay, or should I help you into the sitting room?’

‘I will be fine with my stick,’ Jade fetched it from the hat and coat stand, put it into Felice’s hands then readied to leave. When her jacket was on, and her bag slung over one shoulder, Felice got to her feet using the stick, and said, ‘Tschuss, meine engel.’

‘Tschuss,’ Jade kissed both her cheeks, then moved towards the front door, giving a little wave before letting herself out. Heading back to the bus stop, where she had stood crying softly until the bus came to take her to her next client. Sorry for herself, sorry for upsetting Felice.
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LESS THAN TWELVE HOURS later Felice was dead, and Jade was on yet another bus looking at her friend reflected in the glass, hideous in death, come to haunt her perhaps because she hadn’t been quick enough finding those pills.

Fear regret shock and wretchedness came together in the sound that came from Jade’s mouth. A tell-tale moan that attracted the attention of another passenger seated nearby. He turned to frown disapprovingly. How dare she make a noise on the otherwise quiet bus. Jade stared him out. Anything to avoid looking back at that reflection. When he eventually turned back to his own business, she looked away too. At the floor, at her lap, at the seat that may or may not be occupied by a ghost. But it was no use. Jade could only avoid the reflection so long.

Turning towards the mirror-like window again, squeezing her eyes shut tight so she wouldn’t immediately see the horror, Jade held her breath and concentrated hard on not screaming, not running down the aisle to the front doors where she might escape the bus and the hideous ghost of Felice. Then, as the bus moved sedately around brightly lit Comely Bank roundabout, she risked a peek. 

Nothing but the semi-transparent interior of the bus, against the lamp-lit streets beyond. No ghost except for the one pricking her conscience. What had she done? Her best, Jade’s inner voice replied. But that voice was weak, because her best wasn’t good enough. She’d failed in her duty of care. Failed as a friend. She may not have killed Felice, but if she hadn’t upset her friend that same morning, Felice may still be alive. 

Two hours later, and Jade Crow really was a killer.
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As soon as the ghost of Felice winked out, Jade sat down heavily on the landing at the top of the stairs, vaguely aware of the smell of urine coming up from the bottom. Vaguely aware too of the pain blossoming just below her surface. Echoes of the battle that inspired boyfriend-icide. No doubt Connor Beattie deserved everything he got but, right then, reality was harsh, packed full of all the consequences heading Jade’s way, and her legs had buckled under her.

‘Dead as a dodo,’ Felice was standing over him suddenly, producing a cigarette from thin air as well as the lighter she lit it with. Inhaling deeply, she took a few beats to savour the satisfaction of her first in four decades, then spoke around the exhaled billow of smoke. ‘You must call for an ambulance, liebes.’

‘I’m going to jail,’ all the fight fuelled adrenalin dissipated, as the pain moved in, and Jade was crying suddenly. Sobbing. ‘I’m going to Hell.’

‘Save your tears for the police.’

‘Felice!’ Jade looked down at an old woman she no longer recognised. ‘What have you made me do?’

‘Don’t get all sentimental,’ Felice advised. Puffing again, she added, ‘Would you rather he was ramming his schwanz up your...’ tutting, she didn’t say anymore on that subject, simply pointed out, ‘He cannot ever hurt you again, meine engel. This is good news, no?’

‘But the police—’

‘Will know only that your boyfriend has slipped and fallen down these stairs, because that is what you will tell them. He landed badly and broke his neck,’ Felice shrugged, her face the picture of regret. ‘Your poor little heart is breaking.’

~~
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AN HOUR LATER, JADE was sitting on her sofa clutching a mug of overly sweet tea. Her latest companion was very much alive. A posh sounding female DS called Pansy or Penny or something. Except for the ribbon of heat flowing down her throat with every dutiful sip, she felt physically numb... if she didn’t move. Moving turned her ribs into rabid teeth, snarling and biting at their edges. The pain made her want to vomit, so she sat as still as possible. Her mind, on the other hand, was working overtime checking off everything accomplished before and after her second 999 call of the day.

The porn dolly outfit was stuffed into a drawer, the ridiculous heels back in the wardrobe. Part of the Friday night ritual that she had no say in. Almost every night was sex night, no matter how Jade was feeling. A means to an end, because once Connor came it was all over. Fifteen, maybe twenty minutes tops, then he turned over to snore and fart his way through the night. But Friday nights were an act that often lasted for hours, thanks to performance enhancing drugs. 

Connor was a scaffolder who rarely worked weekends. It didn’t matter that Jade worked on Saturday mornings, because he always went out with his mates on Saturday nights, so each Friday he’d despatch her upstairs to dress in the clothes and underwear he’d selected. He bought these items. Tacky looking stuff handed to Jade in the carrier bags they came in. Leopard print, red, see-through. 

He called them presents, but they were only ever the wrapping. 

When Jade came back downstairs looking like a stripper, he’d have the curtains closed and every light in the sitting room turned on. There would be a porn movie from his extensive collection playing on the gigantic TV that had arrived in her home along with all the rest of his stuff, and the big mirror that usually hung in the hallway, would be positioned on the floor so Connor could watch their action while also watching the porn. 

It was when he got his mobile out so he could film their sex that Jade dared to say no. That was when Connor hit her the very first time. She’d believed, right up until that moment, as her face stung with the heat of his big, scaffold wielding hand that she’d managed to escape all of that. She wasn’t so much shocked to be the victim once again, as indescribably saddened that, for her, nothing had changed. 

Of course, he immediately apologised, didn’t know what came over him, out of order, never happen again. But. In the end it was her fault. 

She was being ridiculous; it was nothing to get all worked up about. Just a little something for the wank bank. He wouldn’t be showing it to anyone else. What was wrong with her?

Jade could not have answered that question even under stress-free circumstances. All she knew for sure, was that violence had been part of her experience of living for as long as she could remember. There had been those few times when she’d hit back, pushed into some sort of response by sustained attacks within temporary families. Always removed then, taken away from foster care and put back into collective care. Hitting back was guaranteed to bring the situation to an end. By then however, Jade was independent. She was over eighteen. She was on her own.

So, when her boyfriend struck her that very first time, Jade did not react beyond placing a hand against her burning cheek. She didn’t hear Connor’s excuses or his promises. She didn’t flee the scene, didn’t cry. Too busy absorbing the physical shock as well as the realisation that she had no place, no one, no escape. 

It was many weeks before the second smack in the face, one delivered with the same excuses and promises even as she picked herself up from the floor. But she’d been cheeky to him in front of his best mate, and that wasn’t on. Her fault.

It was always her fault. She knew his car needed new tyres, so why was she nagging him about the leccy bill? Slap! Fed up coming home to a houseful of his mates every night? Hair grabbed in a tight handful, held close to the face of rage. What a nag. Pathetic. Spittle misting her cheeks. Then smack! Face slammed into a door, or the shelf above the washing machine. He broke her nose that time. It still clicked when Jade rubbed it too vigorously.

By steady increments, Connor added casual violence to their relationship dynamic. Casual rape soon followed because, as Jade grew weary of the relationship in general and so less inclined to want to share her body with her increasingly violent boyfriend, he simply refused to take no for an answer. Jade grew increasingly likely to let him do whatever he wanted, to simply get it over with. It was easier that way. Quicker. Less painful.

Anal sex was currently at the top of Connor’s to do list. He loved those scenes best in his pornos. ‘Imagine how tight it’ll be!’ said with eager eyes, like a dog watching its master dish up the meat. Connor was really pushing for that, and nearly always trying to shove a big fat finger up there whenever Jade was bent over. She didn’t want to. He thought that was because she hadn’t done it before. He was wrong. That was why Jade was so reluctant. Trouble was, she knew that one way or another, Connor would get his way whether she agreed to it or not. 

So far Jade had endured the simpering cajoling as he tried to convince her she wouldn’t know until she tried. The promises to stop if she was sore. The huffs, and the bad moods that lasted for days and were interspersed with sex that was rougher than usual. As if he was determined to make the normal route to his satisfaction as painful for her as possible, so anal sex would become some welcome relief. 

She had hoped that he’d get bored of her. Hoped that if she was a passive participant in their sex he would be turned off, find someone else to dress up like a porn doll, and fuck off taking his pornos with him. 

But Connor didn’t seem to care that his girlfriend responded to sex with silence. Stand up, bend over, kneel. Sex became a series of instructions, and he continued to make himself more and more at home in Jade’s nest, turning her greatest achievement into her prison, and getting his own way in the end no matter the cost to her. 

Not a day passed by in recent months that she hadn’t fantasised about killing Connor Beattie, so it was perhaps not such a big surprise that he’d picked his last porno that very night. American hard-core that was back in its box, box under sofa. Disappeared, like the wrap of speed found on the coffee table as she was wailing down the phone to the emergency services. Buried in the kitchen bin beneath his half of tonight’s Chinese takeaway. Dishes washed and on the draining board. This last job nothing more than a filler for the last few minutes before the police arrived. Something to stop Jade running, screaming from the ghost of Felice as well as the scene of her crime. 

Carer to killer in a matter of hours.

Still at the foot of the stairs, Connor was being photographed by a woman in a blue all-in-one. Jade could see the flashes on the wall inside the partly open sitting room door. She could hear the shutter, and the mutter between photographer and the DC who’d made the sweet tea. A second forensic suit was making the floorboards on the landing creak as he took samples. He’d already been in the bedroom, probably sampling the projectile vomit that had erupted from Jade just before the action spilled out onto the landing. There would be matching vomit on Connor’s shirt. A coroner was on the way. No one could move Connor until he arrived. 

Outside a uniformed officer held back the spectators. 

‘Are ye awright, Jade?’ 

‘Did ye kill ‘im, Jade?’

‘Fuck the pigs.’
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Invisible to all but Jade, Felice stood by the wide sitting room windows looking out at the housing scheme night, her attention attracted by other voices coming from the cracked concrete square below. Children mostly, some on bicycles, circling, whooping and shrieking like vultures. At the foot of the central stairs in the building opposite, a group of residents had gathered to watch the show. A few came along with cans of beer. One brought a folding chair and a pair of binoculars. Smoking, laughing and drinking, delighted to be so entertained. The sound of glass smashing somewhere nearby drew everyone’s attention for a second. A car alarm and the distant sounds of barking added to the general melee. 

As Jade told her story, Felice contemplated the meaning of death. So many questions, but not a lot of time had passed since her own. Certainly not enough to be able to answer any of the bigger questions with anything approaching certainty. It was all so sudden. Not entirely unexpected, but tiresome in its timing. Felice had been on the verge of telling Jade who she really was. Her truth. Tomorrow. 

Sundays were Jade’s only day off. Monday to Friday she came in at seven a.m. as well as seven p.m., but on Saturday’s Jade saw Felice in the mornings only. With no other clients to attend to that day, she often stayed on past the carer hours and they shared friendship instead. At least this was their way until Connor Beattie put a stop to it. Felice knew that now. She knew lots of things previously only guessed at. Previously she and Jade had shared some wonderful Saturdays.

In the kitchen, Felice had taught her how to make a variety of breads, appetising sauces and incredible soups. They spent some of their Saturdays preparing feasts of five courses consumed along with a different wine for each. Jade learned how to pick out flavours and pair different wines with certain foods. She learned how to recognise grape varieties, and how fancy names usually indicated a made up, blended wine. Felice even taught her how to saber a bottle of sparkling wine with nothing but a knife. A nifty party trick, even if it did require the after-services of a mop.

They listened to music. Sarah Vaughan, Edith Piaf, The Prague Philharmonic Orchestra, maybe a little Curtis Mayfield or James Brown to help propel the housework along. Actual records played upon an old record player with an arm and a needle and all the crackle and hiss of those transient introductions.

Manicures and face packs, the hand bath Felice filled with lavender wax to ease her arthritis when smoking grass wasn’t an option, felt just as good on Jade’s hands. She taught Jade how to put her once long hair up into a variety of flattering styles. Hair that was cut very short not so long ago. Long hair that had been used against her angel by the pig who now lay crumpled at the foot of the stairs. 

Sometimes they’d watched old movies from the small library of DVDs Felice kept in a kitchen cupboard. Hollywood musicals starring Cyd Charisse and Fred Astaire were her favourites, but Jade preferred Bob Fosse. All that sensuality and rolling shoulders. It was while they were watching Cabaret that Felice revealed she originally came from Berlin.

That must have been hard,’ Jade commented. ‘During the war I mean.’

‘Our troubles began long before war,’ wearing a black beret and matching feather boa at the time, Felice sighed with a sadness always endured while thinking back to stolen childhood. Red lipstick and long jet beads, an empty cigarette holder held languidly between black satin-gloved fingers. Not quite ready to remove that mask of respectability. Not quite ready to reveal her shocking all. ‘Another lifetime, schatze. Another me.’

For over a year this was their evolving friendship. Their laughter and music, as they danced towards full disclosure. The air filled anew with the intense base notes of expensive perfume, and the wonderful aromas of freshly brewed coffee and baking bread. Right up until Connor Beattie put a stop to it all. Of course, she only suspected as much, because Jade was hanging onto her own secrets just as tightly. But, that very same day, Felice had decided to reveal her long and remarkable history. Her truth.

Telling it was risky. Jade may react badly. She may simply be shocked. She may just as easily be disgusted, so appalled by her old friend’s past she might walk out the door never to return. But that afternoon’s angina attack had reminded Felice that her heart wouldn’t sustain her much longer. And so, she’d resolved to tell all and toyed with the idea of asking Jade to join her for dinner that very evening.

~~
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JADE’S ARRIVAL WAKENED Felice from a much longer than usual mittagsschlaf. 

Light was fading fast, the sun already set and she was still seated in the armchair closest to the window where she’d read over and signed the documents brought to her by Robin Gordon. The lawyer had left hours ago, and here was Jade. ‘Is it that time already?’ Felice looked around, feeling disoriented and weighed down by lingering fatigue.

‘Afraid so,’ Jade smiled, but her friend’s pallor was grey, her eyes surrounded by dark clouds of exhaustion. ‘Are you all right, Felice? You don’t look so great.’

‘It’s nothing,’ Felice dismissed the concern with a limp hand, but she felt exhausted and knew there would be no storytelling that night. Tomorrow, after a good night’s sleep. ‘My heart is as tired as the rest of me. It reminded me of this earlier.’

Jade frowned, worried when Felice needed more assistance than usual to get to her feet. ‘Should I call someone?’ she wondered, ‘The doctor?’

‘No,’ Felice felt instantly irritated by the thought of Doctor Harding’s incessant fussing. ‘Her constant nagging about moving me into a home will kill me faster than my heart, schatze,’ Trying on a smile to reassure, she clutched Jade’s hand and arm a little more tightly, and walked a little more unsteadily than usual as they made their slow way to her bedroom. ‘It all matters very little to me now. I have had a good life.’

‘I know.’

‘You don’t,’ Felice spoke firmly, sitting down on the bedroom chair so Jade could remove her shoes. When Jade stood again, she reached for her hand. ‘I have so much to tell. Today has reminded me that I don’t have a lot of time left. Tomorrow, I will tell you my life story. I don’t want to die without you knowing who I really am, Jade. I want you to remember the real me, not the me I pretend to be.’

Jade frowned, ‘I don’t understand.’

‘You will,’ keeping hold of her hand, Felice smiled up into the young woman’s face. ‘You have come to mean so much to me, and you will have my truth before I die.’

‘Don’t talk like that,’ Jade’s eyes pricked with tears she didn’t bother trying to repress. That morning’s little argument had upset her all day. She really couldn’t bare thinking about Felice dying, of being all alone with nothing but her horrible boyfriend and his sick, twisted sexual violence. Jade knew that, if she lost her best friend, she’d never have the courage to get out. She’d either die at his hands, or kill herself. A walk up to the highest point of Salisbury Crags, a last goodbye to all her beloved crows living there, and then a step into oblivion. ‘I don’t want to lose you, Felice.’

‘You see?’ Felice smiled, reaching up to brush a fallen tear from Jade’s cheek. ‘I mean as much to you.’

Jade nodded, her voice barely a whisper, ‘You do. I don’t know what I’d do without you.’

Felice loved Jade dearly, and simply wanted her to know exactly who and what she was. How they were the same in so many ways. Survivors. A boozy brunch and a bare all confession was planned for the following morning, the ingredients delivered while the lawyer was still there. 

‘Shall I put it all away for you?’ The young man from the local supermarket called out from the kitchen regarding the contents of his laden trays.

‘You’re so kind, Donald,’ Felice beamed at his familiar face as he stood in the sitting room doorway holding the stacked trays of groceries carried in from his van. ‘There’s a little something for your trouble in the fruit bowl.’

‘There’s no need really,’ but, after storing the rations, Donald pocketed the two-pound coin all the same then, with his empty trays in hand, looked in at the sitting room again. ‘Thanks, Mrs Wolfe. There’s one substitution,’ he remarked. ‘We didn’t have any of the potatoes you ordered so they...’

‘I’m sure it’s fine,’ Felice was eager to get on to her point of ensuring the lawyer was also here during her one-hour delivery slot. A potato was surely a potato. ‘Before you go, Donald, I wonder if you’d be so kind as to be my witness?’ she indicated the lawyer, ‘Mr Gordon here will explain,’ the lawyer made no immediate move to do so, so she added, ‘Unless you can produce one of your colleagues from your breast pocket then Donald will do. He has been delivering my groceries for several years now,’ staying for the odd coffee too, when his schedule allowed. Talk of weekend parties and lad’s trips to Amsterdam and Munich. Some of Donald’s tales left Felice gasping for breath due to laughing so much. ‘He knows me well enough to know I have not lost a single marble.’ 

‘Sharp as a tack,’ Donald obliged, with a smile and a wink.

‘More than adequate to bear witness to my sound mind.’

‘Of course,’ Robin Gordon then passed Felice his pen, and used the leather-bound folder the paperwork was encased inside to support the document as she signed, initialled and dated as appropriate. He then added his own signature and finally had Donald add his. 

‘Thank you, Donald,’ dismissing the young man with a smile and a wink of her own. ‘Until next time.’ 

But death came to define all Felice’s next times, and none of them included Donald.

~~
[image: ]


A PRETTY QUICK AFFAIR, after the initial cry out against the freight train of pain hurtling around in her chest. A cry of fear perhaps, because that time the attack was different in terms of the immense scale of it. Death had come for Felice, and it was time to leave the world of the living and progress into whatever awaited. 

Having quickly submitted to the power of that insurmountable entity, Felice was then aware that she was standing by her dead self, looking down upon her old and lifeless body, thinking how dreadfully inelegant and ugly she looked. 

Seated in an almost upright position, half in, half out of her bed. She recalled placing one foot on the floor with the intention of getting up to try to open the bedside table drawer that Jade had just given up on. But the pain had overwhelmed and killed her almost immediately her foot reached the floor. So, there she sat still, left leg stretched out on the bed, right bent, the foot dangling. Her hands useless in her lap, fingers clawed perhaps around a life that now eluded them. Head tilted to one side, eyes open, mouth open, tongue lolling. Dead.

Growing up in a Nazi Germany destined to become the German Democratic Republic had banished all ideas about beatific-slash-vengeful gods made in the image of man. Until the moment of her own transition, Felice thought of death in terms of being the Big Sleep. A great big Universe of silence. No thoughts, no desires, no concerns. Just the hush of serenity and the passing of time. A seamless return to the fabric of an existence too immeasurable for her humanity to comprehend.

But the reality wasn’t as definitive, because there she was, standing next to her own body and wondering what happened next. Twins, dressed in the same pale blue nightgown and matching Tena Lady pants. But her body looked ungainly, skeletal and ridiculous, while the standing Felice felt as if she were suspended in a sea of possibilities, all dancing and ethereal around her, like little fish swimming round and round, teasing, begging her to reach out and connect. 

Then the room began to spin, slowly at first, serenely, solidity blurring and blending all the colours of her life together, as if her surroundings were about to be sucked down a cosmic drain. Only nothing was going down or even up, but rather everything seemed to expand as it spun slowly around, like the spiral arms of some personal galaxy, and maybe this was the very first stage of a final journey among the stars? 

Felice lifted her arms upward and outward in response, her new, dead-self turning, laughing, reaching, spinning, becoming part of the beautiful ballet going on all around her. She threw her head back, closing her eyes as she surrendered herself to the magic. She felt beautiful again, young and graceful, her body moving to a melody only her soul could hear. A musical note floating through the air, a ribbon caught on a breeze, a bird soaring ever upward into a crisp and clear sky. She moved willingly inside its seductive flow. Round and around and around.

Then came Jade.

A sense of life, of warmth that attracted Felice’s attention, like an irresistible spark from some far-off star. Attraction became vision, and there she was, far below. Crawling around on the floor, using her phone as a torch, peering under sofa and chair, trying to find the other bottle of pills. A memory occurred, a voice, the lawyer speaking as she recovered from an attack earlier in the day.

Are you still with us, Felice? 

And Felice’s world slowed down as she looked to the mantelpiece where the lawyer had carelessly set the pills down after giving her one. Stupid man. Perhaps she should haunt him? But Jade was getting to her feet now, her face streaked with tears, her expression a mask of desperation as her eyes searched for the elusive little bottle. Suddenly Felice remembered how dearly she loved this young woman. 

Never had Felice loved anyone in the way she adored Jade. If only they could have more time together. Time for her truth. Felice had so many secrets. She wanted to tell Jade everything, to teach her, her own true worth. Suddenly she didn’t want to leave. The world, her home, her Jade. She wanted to stay, to impart, to change. To end the suffering she saw all too often in those dark blue eyes.

Perhaps the Universe understood, because all the musical beauty ceased. The spinning that had merely slowed to allow Felice to focus, abruptly stopped, and the stretched elegance of the dance into the stars snapped back into the cold stillness of reality. Felice was suddenly standing in her sitting room, surrounded by nothing but the realisation that she was dead but not gone. 

Like much in her so recently ended life, Felice made a choice to go against the grain. From the mundane to motherhood, she’d always refused to do the expected. At the beginning of her career, she’d refused to give in, to be bested, beaten and so she’d continued to breathe. Always a case of do it or die... or worse. A great many fates worse than death awaited those who failed. So, she had kept on going, kept on proving herself. Doing what was required, and it was truly terrifying what she was capable of. Now Felice chose to go against the expectations of death, simply because she was not finished with her angel.

Jade, can you hear me? Can you see me? Don’t cry, liebling. I’m here, right here.

But Jade didn’t react in any way, and Felice discovered that being invisible was almost as frustrating as being dead. And so, she watched in silence as Jade finally discovered the misplaced bottle on the mantle. When she then rushed back to her bedroom, Felice followed. Watched as Jade cast those pills aside in her rush to revive her. 

Two breaths. 

Compress. 

One, two, three, four, five, six...

Felice felt something as Jade worked. A single butterfly fluttering gently deep inside her mind. The faintest suggestion of a link between her organic brain and her new actuality. But it was all too late, the link as delicate as the wings of a real butterfly and, almost as quickly as Felice became aware of it, it faded to nothing. But she wasn’t all a nothing, of that Felice was sure. 

All the time Jade then sat with her old, discarded body, crying, grieving, Felice moved through her home. To learn, to discover, testing the boundaries of her different existence. She’d always been a quick study, curious and brave, eager to step into and embrace the unknown. Qualities that had served her well in the past and made her so proficient in her chosen career. 

She tried to touch various objects, obstacles, fabrics, expecting her hands to pass through these things, but everything offered some semblance of resistance. Some more than others, dependent upon their molecular composition possibly. The sofa cushions offered merely a surface tension of resistance, while walls rebuffed her advances from centimetres away. 

When the police officers arrived Felice moved close to one, trying to pass through him, but was repulsed with greater force than that offered by the walls. So that was a lie. A concept of movies and TV where a ghost could pass through the living, or the living pass through a ghost. She was repelled instead by his life-force, but saw how he shuddered, so the living could feel something of her, even if it was only a chill.

When Jade left her home, Felice followed. She didn’t want to watch her body being bagged up and carted off like some bundle of lost property. All that was left of her was contained within her new, uncharted form, and she wanted only to stay with Jade. Drawn to her on some magnetic level, perhaps due to their experiential ties which were surely as firm as family bonds. She was also afraid to be alone, fearing that without Jade serving as her purpose, she would cease to exist as suddenly as she had become the ghost of her life. Now that she had so willingly strode into this new existence, Felice resolved to pursue it to the very best of her ability.

Jade was heading home now, and Felice was curious about where she lived, who she lived with; the unknown quantity which inspired waves of negativity from Jade as she checked her phone. A momentary respite from the sadness that had enfolded her like a cloak since she had sat on the bed holding onto that dead hand, rubbing it now and then, seeking to maintain the warmth no longer being stoked by a silent heart. Felice was filled only with the need to bring some comfort in return for the unconditional love and friendship they had shared.

Searching inside her new nature, Felice concentrated on finding a way to reveal herself, to show Jade that all was not lost. She was barely aware of following her friend into the brightly lit interior of the bus, or of the other people within. Barely aware of the sights passing by beyond the confines of the vehicle as it moved off. Focussing instead on being seen, because Felice instinctively understood that this was the key to success in her career as a ghost. In order to survive in the world of the living, she needed Jade to sanction her existence. One would then perpetuate the other. A Tinkerbell effect.

It was therefore quite the thrill to be swiftly spotted as her own reflection in the bus window, but the subsequent realisation that she was appearing as she had last appeared on the stage of life, shocked Felice almost as much as it did Jade. Thankfully that was enough to erase the grotesque sight. Clearly, she would have to work on that, discover a way to rewind herself to a more attractive and endearing self. She needed to be able to communicate effectively in order to achieve those objectives left too late in life. Felice wanted nothing more than to make Jade’s future her last possible undertaking.

Off the bus again, she followed Jade among the squat and miserable edifices of a neglected housing scheme. Drab buildings, housing drab people, going about their drab little lives. The absolute minimal requirements of the population met. A roof, four walls, a few windows. Nothing but shelter. A place to sleep and eat and reproduce. There was litter everywhere, swirling in eddies in every dark corner. Half the streetlights were broken. Crude words and slogans painted on most of the exposed walls, broken or boarded up windows. A trotting dog stopped briefly to shit on the pavement, before resuming its journey. But its eyes had briefly met those of Felice, and she knew that the dog could see her. Interesting. 

So far it was just Jade and one defecating dog. For the best, Felice supposed. It really wouldn’t do for the police to see her. Imagine the length of their reports, the scope of their investigation. Jade would be there all night.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​5

[image: ]


On the sofa Jade told the truth up to a point. No point denying the lead up to the incident, because there were neighbours above and next to. They had a big fight. Jade had her injuries to prove it. Half the block will have heard them. Nothing new. Fighting was pretty common round there, especially after the pubs closed. Pretty common for Jade, full stop.

They were in the bedroom; she told DS Pansy or Penny. He wanted sex, but she was still sore from the night before. She didn’t want to. Connor slapped her a couple of times, then punched her in the stomach. She puked up on him then, which only made him angrier. She ran out onto the landing. She wanted to get downstairs and out the front door, but Connor caught her. There was pushing and shoving, punching. He forced her onto her knees and was unzipping his jeans. He had a hard on. Jade knew what was coming and couldn’t bare it. A punch to the nuts was all she could think of, and the next thing she knew he was tumbling down the stairs. She didn’t mean for that to happen. ‘I just wanted him to stop hitting me.’

‘Have you reported Connor to us before, Jade?’ DS Poppy Wilson watched the girl shake her head. ‘Why not?’

Jade heard the judgement, saw the disapproving expression, and thought of every news item she’d read and heard regarding police failures and vulnerable women. She nearly laughed. ‘If I’d reported Connor to the police, he’d have killed me. He told me that. I think he was right to imagine he’d have that chance. Even if I changed the locks while he was in custody, he’d have been back within hours, ready to kick my door down before setting about me.’

DS Wilson did the best she could within the system that governed her choices and couldn’t help feeling a little offended by the attitude. ‘I understand, Jade. But these things should always be reported.’

‘I grew up in care,’ Jade drew herself more upright... instantly wishing she hadn’t when ribs gnashed and snarled. But people always looked down on her when they found that out, like she was unwanted, untrustworthy, so she gritted her teeth and swallowed the gasp. Of course she couldn’t really read the expression on Pansy Penny’s face, but the condescension was there in the tone, and Jade wasn’t having it. ‘Fourteen years old when I met Grant Carmichael and his wife Charlotte. After a few weekend placements, I took them up on their offer of a home. Elphinstone, close to Edinburgh. Nice. Plenty books, shopping trips with Charley, and weekend outings with them both. I was smiling, laughing, beginning to let myself feel normal. I actually felt safe. Then Charley took off for a few days to visit a friend,’ she paused to breathe, then got to her
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