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			Réaumur received birds from all parts, in spirits of wine, according to the instructions he had given; he contented himself by taking them from this liquor, and introducing two ends of an iron wire into the body behind the thighs; he then fastened the wire to the claws, the ends, which passed below, served to fix them to a small board; he put two black glass beads in the place of eyes, and called it a stuffed bird.
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			I am watching you.

			You sense this, I think. Somewhere in the depths of knowledge and emotion, you know. Somewhere, buried deep in the thoughts you think you have lost, you know and you remember. Memory is a shifting, dishonest and false friend in any case. We cherish what does us good and bury the rest. This is how we keep ourselves safe. How we make it possible to carry on in this decaying, corrupting world.

			Blood will have blood.

			The time of reckoning is coming, getting closer with each sunrise and sunset. But it is their own deeds that will be the cause of their undoing, not mine. I did offer them a chance. They did not take it. Even as I imagine the misery that will follow these revelations, I have the consolation that you will read these words and know the truth. You will understand.

			What, then, can be said without dispute?

			That the spring of nineteen hundred and twelve has been the wettest on record. That the horse chestnuts are late in leaf. That the waters rose higher and higher, and are rising still.

			And the birds. The white birds and the grey and the black. Feathers of ink-blue and purple and iridescent green. The jabbering, cawing and threatening of jackdaw, magpie, rook and crow. For all those years I was away, I heard them in my dreams, calling from the trees.

			I am watching you.

			So here I set down my testimony. Black words on cream paper. It is not a story of revenge, though it will be seen as that. Dismissed as that.

			But no, not revenge.

			This is a story of justice.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 4
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			The Old Salt Mill

			Fishbourne Creek

			 

			Dr John Woolston stood in the tiny attic room in the Old Salt Mill in the centre of Fishbourne Creek and looked across the water to Blackthorn House.

			‘Any sign of Gifford?’

			Joseph shook his head. ‘No.’

			Woolston gestured impatiently for the field glasses.

			‘You can’t possibly see,’ he said irritably, wiping them with his pocket handkerchief. ‘The lens is filthy.’

			He put the cream envelope Joseph had handed him on to the chair, removed his spectacles and raised the binoculars to his eyes. He adjusted the focus until he had Blackthorn House in his sights. It sat on a substantial plot of land, surrounded by open fields. Woolston shifted his gaze. The only access, so far as he could see, was a narrow footpath accessed on the north-east side of the property.

			He returned his scrutiny to the house itself. There was an attic – he observed the steep pitch of the roof – and a peculiar rectangular structure with a dome in the south-facing garden. An ice house, he assumed, though that was unusual for a property so close to the water.

			‘Just sitting on the terrace.’

			‘What?’ he said, startled to find Joseph standing so close.

			‘The Gifford girl. Came out after lunch. Barely moved.’

			Woolston lowered the field glasses and handed them back to Joseph.

			‘You’re absolutely certain there’s been so sign of Gifford?’

			Joseph shrugged. ‘As I said, I’ve not seen him.’

			‘There’s no possibility he might have left without your noticing?’

			‘Not since it got light. Can’t answer for before that.’

			Woolston stared at the litter of spent matches and cigarette ends on the floor. He had no way of knowing if Joseph was telling the truth and had been at his post all the time. He hadn’t engaged the man, though after the events in Fishbourne churchyard a week ago, he had agreed they had no choice.

			‘What about visitors?’

			‘Maid arrived at seven,’ Joseph replied. ‘Brought a table and chair out to the terrace about one, give or take. No one else gone in or out.’

			‘Deliveries?’

			‘Nutbeem’s doesn’t come out this far.’

			‘Door-to-doors?’

			‘I’m telling you, nothing.’

			Woolston looked back through the window, across the creek and the mill pond, to where Blackthorn House stood, peaceful in the sunshine.

			‘You are . . . prepared?’ he said, then immediately regretted asking.

			‘Ready and—’

			‘Not that there is likely to be any need,’ Woolston cut across him.

			‘Waiting,’ Joseph finished, patting his pocket.

			Woolston disliked the man’s attitude, but Brook assured him that Joseph knew the village like the back of his hand and was the best man for the job. Did what he was told, no questions asked. Woolston hoped Brook’s confidence was not misplaced. He thought it a mistake to put their trust in such an individual, but it had not been his choice to make.

			He put his hand in his pocket and handed over a plain cotton bag.

			‘Thanking you,’ Joseph said, then tipped the bag upside down.

			‘It’s all there,’ Woolston snapped. ‘The sum we agreed.’

			‘Best to be sure, sir. Saves any unpleasantness later.’

			Woolston was forced to watch as Joseph counted the coins, one by one, before slipping them into his pocket.

			‘A couple of smokes to keep me going? Manage that?’

			Woolston hesitated, then handed over two cigarettes with barely concealed anger.

			‘Your instructions are to stay here.’

			‘It’s what you and your colleagues are paying me for, isn’t it?’

			Provoked beyond endurance, Woolston stepped forward. ‘Don’t make a mess of it, Joseph. This isn’t a game. If you do, I will break every bone in your body. Is that clear?’

			A slow, contemptuous smile appeared on his face.

			‘Aren’t you forgetting something,’ he said, picking up the envelope and holding it in front of Woolston’s face. ‘Sir.’

			 

			*

			 

			Joseph listened to the doctor’s angry footsteps on the narrow wooden stairs. He waited until he heard the latch of the door at the bottom of the mill click shut, then made an obscene gesture with his fist.

			As if he’d be intimidated by so feeble a specimen as Woolston. Or even by the men behind him. Scared of his own shadow. He’d met plenty like him before, men who never got their hands dirty. Pillars of the community, so called. He’d had to bow his head to enough of them, up before the City Bench. Yet the instant there was trouble, they came knocking same as anyone else. Brothers under the skin.

			He cleared his throat, spitting the filaments of loose tobacco out of his mouth, then took one of Woolston’s cigarettes from behind his ear and lit it. Joseph didn’t care why he was being paid to spy on a wreck of a man and his daughter. Not his business. He turned the coins over in his pocket. He couldn’t deny the money was good.

			He smiled. It paid to listen.

			He blew a ring of smoke up into the air, pierced it with his finger, then blew another. Joseph made it his business to notice things. So he knew about the maid, Mary Christie, what time she arrived each day, what time she returned to the modest row of cottages nearby the pumping station where she lived with her widowed mother and kid sisters. That they were stalwart members of the congregation of St Peter & St Mary. He knew that Archie Lintott waited for the girl at the end of the lane every Saturday afternoon.

			He knew Gifford by sight from the Bull’s Head. He could have told Woolston where the man could be found most afternoons, between four and ten, slumped at the table in the corner. No need to set up surveillance on the house. But no one had asked him. And why do himself out of easy earnings?

			Joseph heard rumours about Blackthorn House, same as everyone. Stories of the stink of rotting flesh when the wind was in the wrong direction. How the workshop was filled floor to ceiling with stuffed birds and moth-eaten foxes, skeletons. Monstrosities. A two-headed kitten in a glass jar, stolen from some museum over Brighton way. An unborn lamb suspended in liquor. Then, last week, Reedman’s lad claimed he’d heard unnatural sounds coming from inside the house. Joseph grimaced. Everyone knew Davey Reedman would make up any kind of wild story to talk his way out of a hiding. Been out poaching likely as not.

			‘And what of it?’ he muttered. God helps those who help themselves, wasn’t that what old Reverend Huxtable used to preach from the pulpit? Same sermon every Sunday, rain or shine. The new Rector had a bit more variety, or so they said.

			Joseph smoked his cigarette down to the end, sending a final ring of smoke into the air, then opened the window and flicked the stub out and down on to the exposed mudflats. He wondered if the tide would take it, then shrugged. Not his problem.

			He pulled the chair back into position at the window, propped his muddy boots up on the sill and raised the glasses to his face. No sign of Gifford, but the girl was still sitting out on the terrace.

			Motes of dust floated suspended in the lazy air; the warm afternoon sun filtered in through the window. Over the creek, the gulls continued to wheel and cry overhead. The lethargy of the afternoon pressed down upon him. As his eyes closed, Joseph was imagining the first mouthful of ale hitting the back of his throat.

			 

			*

			 

			Woolston stood outside the door, feeling every one of his fifty-eight years. He couldn’t imagine what had possessed him to threaten the man. He’d never laid a finger on another living creature, not even bare-knuckle fighting in his school days. He was rattled, that was it. His visitor this afternoon, the menace. The idea that someone knew what he’d done. Had the others had a similar visit?

			He was losing his sense of judgement.

			Woolston took a deep breath, then looked down at the envelope in his hand. He also couldn’t imagine why Brook had chosen to communicate with him via Gregory Joseph, rather than simply sending his clerk across West Street to deliver the letter in person. Were they not due to meet tomorrow anyway? Perhaps Brook had decided it was better to meet away from West Street, careful for once. Woolston supposed he should be grateful for that.

			He read the brief note once, frowned, then read it again to make sure he hadn’t misunderstood. All these contradictory instructions and changes of plan seemed needlessly complicated.

			Folding the letter and putting it in his pocket, Woolston looked out over the estuary. The short stretch of open footpath leading to the Old Salt Mill was exposed, but he could see no one in the fields or footpaths on either side of the creek who might notice or remark on his presence. Just above the waterline, a flock of gulls swooped and skimmed, then soared up again into the sky. He hated all birds, but gulls were particularly aggressive. Hadn’t he read in the newspaper last week that a boy fishing off the pier at Bognor had been attacked?

			Woolston pulled his hat low over his brow and walked as quickly as his knee would allow him along the uneven foreshore. Back into Mill Lane and up to the Woolpack Inn, where the carriage and pair was waiting. He climbed in, pushed himself back into the seat and gave a deep sigh of relief.

			One mistake. August 1902. His brigade recently returned from the Transvaal. All the flags out along the Broyle Road and girls cheering to welcome home the Royal Sussex Regiment. A funfair on the Militia Field.

			How flattered he had been to be invited. Asked to make up a four at cards. He’d been looking forward to a rubber of bridge or two. Fine cigars and brandy. Feathers. Men, as he’d thought, with similar experiences. The promise of some special entertainment, not in the usual round of things; Woolston hadn’t paused to consider what that might mean.

			He hadn’t done anything, but he had been there. He had been drunk. He’d done what he could to put it right. But in the end, he hadn’t stopped them, and he had held his tongue.

			‘Where to, guv’nor?’

			Woolston was pulled back to the present. He thought of the letter in his pocket.

			‘Graylingwell Hospital,’ he said.

			The driver clicked his tongue and the horse pulled off in a rattle of clinker and bridle. It was slow going to start with. The road was claggy with mud and deeply rutted from the endless rain, though they picked up speed as they drew closer to Chichester.

			It was a damnable business. More than anything he wished he could put the clock back. He put his hand to his breast pocket, where his old Boer War pistol was wrapped in a handkerchief. When he’d asked Joseph if he was prepared, it wouldn’t have taken a psychiatrist to realise he actually had been thinking of himself.

			Woolston shut his eyes and thought of his son.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 5
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			Blackthorn House

			Fishbourne Marshes

			 

			‘Is that you, girl?’

			Connie jumped. She turned round to see her father standing in the open French doors. He was unsteady on his feet and, even a yard or so away, she could smell the sour ale on his breath and the tobacco sweating through his skin. Her heart contracted first in despair, then pity.

			‘Cassie?’ he said, peering at her through sore, milky eyes.

			‘It’s me. Connie.’

			He often woke from a drunken sleep confused or calling her by the wrong name, but he usually came back to his senses soon enough.

			‘Sit down,’ she said gently, as if talking to a child. She pulled the chair from under the table. ‘The sun’s come out for a change. It will do you good to be in the fresh air.’

			She could see beads of sweat on his forehead and temples and realised that he was still very drunk. She saw the effort it was taking to stop himself from pitching forward on the uneven stone paving of the terrace. Six days of stubble on his lined face and smudges on his cheeks, as if he had been crying.

			‘Come and sit down,’ she said again, worried that he might fall and hit his head. He was still wearing his boots, she noticed, thick with mud from a week ago. Had he changed his clothes at all?

			She stood still, knowing the pattern things would take. No sense rushing him, it only made it worse. Sometimes he lashed out when he became frightened about not knowing where he was.

			He rubbed the flat of his broad red hand across his face, almost, Connie thought, as if he was trying to erase his own features. Then he held both hands out, turning them over and back again, peering at the dirty skin.

			‘Come,’ she said, dropping her voice even further. ‘Sit here.’

			He was still in the grip of whatever nightmare had woken him and driven him downstairs. Without warning, he jerked his head up and stared directly at her.

			‘Work . . .’

			The word exploded out of him. Connie had no idea what he meant.

			‘Dress,’ he said, half pointing at her clothes.

			She looked down at her plain black skirt, her white collared blouse and black tie, trying to work out what he was seeing. Who he was seeing. Then she realised that her sleeves were still folded up from being in the workshop earlier.

			‘I found a jackdaw—’ she began, but he cut across her.

			‘Schoolroom . . . go on with your lessons and your . . .’

			Connie knew there was no point trying to understand what he was saying or follow his train of thought when he was in this state. Words would fall from his mouth, without order or meaning, like notes played out of sequence. Other times he might come up with snatches of ragged philosophy or theology. His mood could vary too. Sometimes he woke from his drinking sleeps full of self-pity, others times shaking with rage, storming against those who had stolen his livelihood from him. Very occasionally, he woke angry. Then there was little she could do except stay out of his way.

			He started to laugh. A racked sound, no mirth or joy in it.

			‘Please,’ Connie said sadly, ‘come and sit with me here.’

			‘Blue . . . thought it was her, but ghost . . .’ He stumbled. ‘Got a letter telling me. How can she be dead? Don’t understand. After all the waiting, not right . . .’

			His balance was deteriorating. Now he was paddling from foot to foot, an uneven march to try to keep upright, before staggering over the threshold and on to the terrace. Connie leapt forward, ready to catch him if he fell.

			‘Blood . . .’

			Connie’s eyes widened, watching in horrified fascination as her father waved his hand, then let a finger come to rest on her sleeve. When she looked down, she saw that the cuff of her shirt was stained.

			‘Remember, I found a jackdaw,’ she said patiently. ‘Beautiful. Not a mark on him. I’ve been in the workshop. You see?’

			She managed to take his hand and half lead him, half pull him to the garden chair. The wicker complained under the sudden weight, but he settled himself back and sat still.

			‘There,’ she said with a sigh of relief. ‘Now, I’ll fetch us some tea. Stay here. Don’t worry about a thing.’

			She didn’t want the maid to see him like this. Mary wasn’t a fool; she knew perfectly well what was wrong with Gifford, but Connie didn’t want him to be humiliated. She had to find a way of giving him something settling to drink, and perhaps some toasted bread and butter. She also had to get him out of his unwashed clothes. She couldn’t make him bathe, though if she could persuade him to rest for a while in the drawing room later, she could at least get into his room and clean it. She shuddered to imagine the kind of state it would be in after seven days.

			‘. . . all that old traditions tell,’ he muttered, a sound something between a growl and a song, ‘I tremblingly believe . . .’

			Connie pulled herself up. He was quoting the same verses that had slipped into her mind in the wet, dark churchyard. She crouched down by his chair. ‘Where did you hear that, Father?’ she said, trying to keep her voice calm. The half-remembered classroom, the voice reading out loud. She clutched his arm. ‘Can you tell me?’

			‘Schoolroom, all those lessons, good for nothing in the end.’ He gave a long sigh. ‘That’s it, that’s it. Chalk. Back to the classroom. Not in with the birds, not until after lessons . . .’

			His eyes were starting to close. Connie shook him. She couldn’t let him stop now he was actually talking. About the vanished days, telling her something whilst forgetting she did not know.

			‘Two little dickie birds, sitting on a wall . . . no, that’s not right. Younger before.’ He flapped his hands in the air in front of him. ‘Fly away, Peter, fly away, Paul.’

			Connie repeated the lines, hoping to return him to his original spiral of thought.

			‘’Tis now, replied the village belle,’ she quoted. ‘Isn’t that how it starts? Do you remember?’

			‘Can’t remember,’ he mumbled. ‘Village belle, yes.’

			‘Remind me,’ she said softly, keeping the desperation out of her voice for fear of jolting him back to the present. ‘Remind me how it goes.’

			If he knew the same poem, then the vanished days might not be completely lost. If there was one shared memory, why not others? But he was sitting silently now, his face slack.

			She closed her eyes, trying to drag out of her locked memory, like Ariadne’s thread, the words she once must have known well. Steeled herself to remember an older girl’s voice, and her own, child’s hand shaping the letters on the page to better learn the lines.

			‘’Tis now, replied the village belle, St Mark’s mysterious eve . . .’ She squeezed his arm. ‘Your turn.’

			‘How . . . how when the midnight . . .’ His words were halting and indistinct, running one into the other, but Connie knew they were right. ‘Green,’ he murmured.

			Connie took up the next couplet, then Gifford the next, each remembering a word, prompting a line, until they had recited the poem between them.

			‘Amid the silence drear. There,’ she said. ‘That was good.’

			Gifford nodded. ‘Very good.’ He gave a small, soft laugh. ‘Top marks.’

			Connie drew in her breath, knowing this was the moment, but fearing that if she said the wrong thing, or even the right thing but in the wrong way, the spell would be broken and Gifford would come to his senses.

			‘How wonderful that we can remember after so long,’ she said, keeping her voice as light and level as she could. ‘We did well, didn’t we?’

			She saw that the fight and confusion had left him. His shoulders were relaxed and his dirty hands resting, still, on his lap. His eyes were closed.

			‘After all these years,’ she said, desperate not to let him drift into sleep.

			He laughed again, this time with warmth.

			‘She made you say it over and over again,’ he said. ‘Verses, poetry, rhymes, very keen on all of that. “A good mental exercise”, that’s what she always said.’

			Connie could barely speak. Her heart beat harder. ‘Who said?’

			‘Could always hear you. From the museum, I could hear you. Doing your lessons. Windows open. “A good mental exercise, Gifford.” Like a sister to you.’

			‘Who?’ she said again.

			But he was smiling now, his eyes firmly closed. Connie knew he was lost in the gentle arms of the past, safe from everything that troubled and tortured him. She felt cruel trying to bring him back, but she had to know. Carefully keeping her voice low and quiet, she asked the question in another way.

			‘Where is she now?’

			For a moment, she didn’t think he’d heard. Then the colour seemed to drain from his face and his expression folded in on itself. Haunted.

			‘Gone. Got a letter. Dead, so they say. All for nothing.’

			‘Who’s dead, Father?’

			A terrible wail escaped from his lips. As if he’d been struck, Gifford suddenly lurched up out of the chair, flapping hands by his sides. Connie sprang back in alarm.

			‘Is she here?’ he cried, his eyes wide with terror. ‘Is she?’

			‘It’s all right,’ she said urgently, as he struck at the air with his raised fists. ‘There’s no one else here. Just us.’ She managed to catch his wrists in her hands. ‘It’s just us, like always.’

			For a sudden, clear, lucid moment, Gifford met her gaze. Seeing her as she was, not through a haze of drink or as someone else. Her, Connie. Then his eyes clouded over. Grief, guilt, a pain so deep that it would never leave him.

			‘Who is she?’ Connie asked. ‘Please, Father. Please tell me.’

			‘Don’t remember,’ he shouted. 

			Before she could stop him, Gifford was blundering over the step and into the drawing room, lurching from piano to armchair to banister, then the sound of his bedroom door slamming.

			Connie sank down on to the low stone wall that divided the terrace from the garden and put her hands on her knees. She hated these scenes. She was desperately sorry for him, but also angry that he let himself get into such a state.

			But this time, her dominant emotion was relief. Her instincts were right. Whatever had happened in the churchyard had affected him profoundly. 

			‘Is she here?’

			The same, whispered question she’d overheard at midnight in the graveyard. And a new name. Her father had got Connie’s name wrong many times before, when he was overcome by drink, but she didn’t think she’d heard the name Cassie before. And spoken so clearly, without hesitation.

			A strong memory of being loved, of being cared for. Not by her poor unknown mother, but by someone who had taught her things and who’d cherished her like a sister. 

			Connie looked back into the dark drawing room, through the French windows. She wanted to go after him, but she knew there was no point. He would either fall deeply asleep, waking later without the slightest recollection of what he’d done or said. Or else – and she hoped this wasn’t the case – he would seek solace in his brandy and try to drown the darkness inside him. If that happened, her chances of learning more were reduced to nothing.

			Connie stood up, smoothed down her skirts, picked up her coffee cup and saucer. The afternoon was moving on. If she didn’t go back into the workshop soon, the jackdaw would be ruined. 

			Her father’s last words before he’d staggered out of the room, were they an apology or an instruction?

			‘Don’t remember.’

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 6
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			Salthill Road

			Fishbourne

			 

			Harry Woolston was the only person to alight at Fishbourne Halt. The tiny station was simply two narrow strips of platform. Set in the middle of fields, it was flanked by trees filled with nesting black birds. Rooks, were they? Barely a mile and a half from Chichester, and he was in the heart of the countryside.

			The driver blew his whistle. A belch of smoke. The fireman, standing on the plate, raised his hat to Harry as the motor steam engine pulled away. The rails began to hum.

			Harry was already regretting the impulse that had made him come chasing out here. It was early afternoon, and here he was, in the middle of nowhere. He looked around for a porter or anyone from whom to get directions, but there wasn’t a soul about.

			He made his way along the platform. As he reached the road, the door of the keeper’s cottage opened and a rickety old man in the uniform of the South Coast Railway limped out and began to open the crossing gates. One by one, by one by one. It was a slow business.

			‘I’m after the Woolpack Inn,’ Harry said.

			‘Straight down,’ the keeper said, pointing south. ‘All the way to the bottom of Salthill Road.’

			‘This being Salthill Road?’

			The keeper nodded. ‘When you reach the main road, turn left. Five minutes’ walk, young man like you, give or take. Two minutes. First tavern’s the Bull’s Head, that’s not the one you want. Keep following the road round, past the Methodist chapel, and you’ll see the post office. Woolpack’s next to it on far side of the road. You can’t miss it.’

			 

			*

			 

			Harry set off down the lane. The ground was soft underfoot, after the endless rain, but the hedgerows were full and it was pleasant.

			Cow parsley as high as his shoulder. Nature didn’t interest him – he was a portrait painter rather than a landscape artist – but he appreciated the colours. Deep moss greens to filigree silver leaves, yellow buttercups and celandine. From time to time, the palette was broken by a tree with magnificent purple leaves, the colour of claret. He thought back to the painting on its easel in his studio, to the woman frozen lifeless in time, and realised it was the colour of her skin he’d got wrong. Too pink, no hollows and shadows. No life in it.

			Harry kept walking, still thinking about his failed portrait. Past a small white cottage and a flint-faced building at the junction with the main road. A laundry by the looks of it. Billows of steam and the smell of hot, starched linen. That was another thing. The woman’s bonnet was drawing the attention away from her expression. She seemed like a mannequin, rather than a representation of a real person. Perhaps if he muted down the colour, a pale blue or green, that would shift the focus of the painting?

			He turned left and walked east along the main road, such as it was. Here, cottages were tucked in between larger plots with modern, detached red-brick houses. He saw the Bull’s Head on the south side of the road, as the porter had said. A large gabled building with a pleasant facade, a few trees and a low, thatched wooden barn behind, it was rather charming.

			On the corner, a gaggle of children stood outside a sweet shop. Girls with smock pinafores over their dresses, hair tied back with ribbons; the boys with grubby collars visible above their jackets.

			Harry stopped on the opposite side of the road from the Woolpack. If the Dunnaways man was right, this had to be the place. But the idea that his father might have a rendezvous in this spit-and-sawdust tavern, a working men’s bar, was absurd. His father was fastidious. The kind to put his handkerchief on a park bench rather than risk getting a speck of dirt on his coat. And on occasion, when Harry came into dinner without properly cleaning the paint from his hands, the old man would fidget and struggle not to comment on it. Harry smiled fondly. John Woolston was as predictable as clockwork. He never acted on impulse; he was formal and rather dull, did everything by the book. Absolutely Victorian in his outlook. Obedience, respectability, duty, everything planned to the letter.

			Except here Harry was, standing outside a disreputable-looking place in Fishbourne, wondering if his father might or might not be inside.

			The smile faded from Harry’s face.

			There was no sign of a taxi outside, though there was a tub trap with a mule in harness. A group of five or six men were standing in the shade – caps, weather-worn faces, short working men’s jackets. At their feet, a black and tan terrier slumbered, oblivious to the danger of hoof and wheel.

			Harry was stumped. If he went in and his father saw him, it would be obvious he must have followed from Chichester. So whatever his father was or was not doing – even if it was a blameless game of dominoes – the situation would be awkward for both of them.

			Aware that he was attracting attention, Harry continued on to the outskirts of the village, where the houses stopped. There, he crossed over and ambled back on the south side of the road. There was a pleasant low cottage, set at right angles to the road, and several substantial houses. At the end of the row was a rather attractive white house with its own stable and coach house. Set behind wrought-iron railings, flanked by mature trees and bushes, with a square portico, it gave almost directly on to the street.

			Harry stopped and lit a cigarette, wondering what the devil to do next.

			 

			*

			 

			Connie went back to the jackdaw, hoping she had not been away from the bird for too long.

			When she’d left the workshop earlier, she’d protected the skin from drying out by folding the head and wings in on themselves, and had placed a cloth over the carcass. But any number of parasites, invisible to the naked eye, could have burrowed their way into gaps between the skin and the exposed flesh at the tips of the jackdaw’s wings, leaving no sign. Only if the bird began to rot would any damage become clear.

			Connie turned the jackdaw over in her hands, examining it thoroughly, and decided to continue. The flesh hadn’t become sticky and it was a beautiful creature; she didn’t want to let it go to waste. This was the moment when it would begin to transform from something dead into an object of beauty that would live for ever. The essence of the bird, caught by her craft and her skill, at one distinct moment.

			Immortal.

			She sprinkled a little water on the skin to make sure it wouldn’t shrink or tear, then continued where she had left off before lunch. She worked her way down the spine, the scalpel squeaking as she scraped flesh from bone, fat from cartilage, wiping the tiniest feathers on the edge of the newspaper. The white tail bone, and a sharp point in the right wing, set at an angle, as evidence of how the bird had died. Shot by the gamekeeper at Old Park, Connie suspected, leaving the jackdaw just enough strength to fly home to die. She had found it lying beside the hawthorn. It would require a certain amount of skill to disguise the disfiguration when the time came to stuff and present the bird.

			Connie was shaken by the scene with her father – the new information he had let slip, as well as the tantalising glimpses of how much more he might tell her if he chose to. She was aware, too, that she must not allow herself to brood. When she was worried or upset, she was more likely to slip between the cracks in time. Those disabling, alarming petit mal episodes had been the reason her father had given for not sending her to school once she had recovered after the accident.

			Connie began to skin the flesh from the neck until, finally, she was ready to turn her attention to the skull. This was the part of the process she liked the least. The texture and smells reminding her that without death, there was no new form of life. No beauty.

			She wondered if, when it was done – and provided she was pleased with her work – she might try to sell the jackdaw. The last commission had been in the autumn – a preserved rook for a barber in Chichester, wanting something unusual in the shop window to attract customers’ attention – and although her father refused to talk about their household finances with her, she suspected any contribution would be useful.

			She sighed, wondering how she might achieve such a thing without her father’s knowledge. But the truth was, regardless of what happened to the piece, the work itself calmed her. Connie felt most herself when she was alone in the workshop. She and a bird, working together to create something new and extraordinary. The process itself was its own reward. The business of skinning and cleaning and stuffing rooted her in something tangible, kept her tethered to the real world.

			She put down the scalpel and picked up her forceps. Pressing the jackdaw’s skinned head to the table, she inserted the points into the left socket and squeezed. As always, the eyeball was sticky at first. Then, it popped out with a leaking of inky dark liquid. Round on three sides, the surface closest to the socket was flat, the shape of a blueberry. Connie placed it on the table, beside the bird’s thin, black strip of tongue.

			The right eye came more easily. When she had finished, she wrapped it all in a scrap of newspaper and put it in the pail.

			This, now, was the worst of it. She breathed in, trying not to draw the noxious odour too deeply into her lungs. With a blunt knife, she carved a square in the back of the skull. Then, delicately, she began the process of pulling the grey matter of the jackdaw’s brain out of the opening with the same delicate forceps. Little by little by little, a time-consuming and messy process. She let her shoulders drop, rolled her neck, knowing that soon it would be over.

			She would wash and preserve the bird. Then, tomorrow, the process of bringing it back to life would begin.

			Blood, skin, bone.

		

	
		
			 

			Mauduyt, however, did not point out any means of preservation. Sulphurous fumigations appeared to him the nec plus ultra for killing destructive insects. Sulphur does still more, it destroys the skins themselves . . . their upper parts were burned; the sulphurous vapour had changed the red into a dirty yellow, faded the yellow, blackened the blue, soiled the cases, and even the glasses which enclosed them.
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			It has been hard not to reveal myself these past weeks, almost the hardest thing in this long and terrible business. There was a time when a different story might yet have been told. But I lacked the courage and the moment slipped away.

			Dead for all these long and many years. The smell of sulphur and the grave. The smell of rotting and unpreserved flesh. The darkening glass. They sullied the beauty of the place. Destroyed all that was wonderful and made it dark.

			Old sins have long shadows.

			I am embarked now on this road, and now there is no choice but to follow it to the end. It is a tale that begins, as it will end, in a graveyard where the bones and the spiders and the worms inhabit the cold earth. I give each a chance to do what is right. A chance to make reparation.

			I do not believe they will listen.

			I make no plea for exoneration or sympathy. This is not an attempt to soften your attitude to me in the name of pity or sorrow or remorse. They will choose their fates and I do not expect them to choose well.

			I am watching you.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 7
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			Blackthorn House

			Fishbourne Marshes

			 

			The scream shattered the peace of the workshop.

			Connie dropped the forceps. Another scream and she was on her feet. Her first thought was fear for her father, then she realised the sound was coming from outside. Mary, not Gifford.

			Throwing a sheet of newspaper over the jackdaw, she picked up her skirts and ran. Out through the scullery and into the kitchen garden.

			‘What on earth is the matter?’

			Mary was hunched over by the washing line, her hands clutched across her chest. The pegs were scattered over the ground and a basket of clean linen was half upturned. The best linen tablecloth, two handkerchiefs with CG embroidered in blue, the tea towel with green trim – all lay in the mud.

			Connie dashed towards her. The girl was still screaming, but her voice was oddly rhythmic, like single, shrill repeated blasts of a whistle. There was no one else there and Connie couldn’t see anything that might have terrified her to such an extent. She put her hands on Mary’s shoulders.

			‘What on earth is the matter? Are you hurt?’

			The maid stared at her with wide, unseeing eyes, but her mouth fell thankfully silent.

			‘What happened to send you into such a state? Tell me.’

			Mary gulped at the air, half sobbing.

			‘You won’t be in any trouble,’ Connie said, feeling the girl’s whole body shaking. ‘Tell me.’

			Connie felt the maid wriggle out of her grasp, heard her take a deep breath. A few moments more, then Mary turned and pointed to the small stream that ran along the northern boundary of the garden. One of the many tributaries leading away into the creek.

			Surely it wasn’t possible she’d been frightened half to death by a water rat? Or one of the thick black eels that lived along the riverbank? Davey Reedman was always out there, fishing with his home-made rod. They were revolting, and there were a great many more of them this spring than usual, but they were harmless.

			‘Show me,’ she said. After the incident with her father, she had no patience left for melodramatics.

			‘No . . .’ The girl backed away, shaking her head. ‘I can’t. It . . . Down there.’

			Connie took a handkerchief from her cardigan pocket and held it out. ‘Wipe your eyes. Whatever it is, I’m sure it’s not as bad as you think.’

			 

			*

			 

			At first Connie saw nothing out of the ordinary.

			Then, her eyes fixed on a flash of colour in the middle of the reeds. Cloth. A blue doubled-seamed woollen coat, floating in the brackish water. Visible beneath, a plain green skirt swaying lightly in the current.

			Connie took a deep breath. ‘Go quickly to Slay Lodge,’ she said, thinking of the nearest house. ‘Find Mr Crowther. Inform him . . . Explain that we need—’ She broke off, feeling a wave of nausea rising in her throat. She swallowed hard. ‘In fact, no. Go into the village and fetch Dr Evershed. Tell him what’s happened. Ask him to come. Quick as you can.’

			‘Is she not . . . dead, then?’

			Connie faltered. She looked with sympathy at the girl. Mary was shaking, her arms wrapped tight around herself. She’d only just turned sixteen. Connie couldn’t be sure she’d even heard her instructions, let alone taken them in.

			‘Mary,’ she said sharply. ‘Go to Eversfield and ask if the doctor is at home. The white house, you know it?’

			This time, the girl nodded.

			‘Of course you do. Good girl. Fetch Dr Evershed. He will know what to do.’ She gave her a gentle push. ‘Now.’

			Mary’s eyes held Connie’s gaze for a moment or two, then without another word, she ran, out through the gate and on to the footpath.

			‘Don’t fall,’ Connie called after her, knowing the wooden bridges were slippery from the endless rain. But the girl was already out of earshot.

			 

			*

			 

			Connie steadied herself, then walked back to the swollen stream. For a moment, she allowed herself to believe it was merely a mistake. That all she had seen – all Mary had seen – was a coat trapped in the reeds, and imagination had done the rest.

			She looked into the water. The body was still there, face down, arms being swayed this way and that in the current, its position leaving no possibility that the woman could be alive. Connie forced herself not to look away. A cloud of chestnut hair, come loose from its pins. The blue coat, bright and waterlogged against the pale stalks of the reedmace.

			Bare hands, bare head.

			Connie stepped back from the water’s edge. She glanced up at her father’s bedroom window. It was shut and the curtains drawn, but surely he could not have failed to hear the commotion? Mary had screamed so very loudly. Already regretting having sent the girl straight away to fetch help, Connie realised she had to talk to Gifford before anyone came. She didn’t want him, in his inebriated state, to say anything foolish or humiliate himself, do something that might be misinterpreted by Dr Evershed or even by Mary. Not that she thought he was involved, of course she didn’t, but his earlier words had been wild and distraught. She would blame herself for not warning him.

			At the same time, Connie couldn’t shake from her mind the image of her father staggering out from the church a week ago, his hands naked and raw. Gifford, the last to leave, tramping down the path through the broken bodies of the songbirds.

			Had he seen the woman in the churchyard too? Had he also seen the woman watching the house?

			Connie ran back inside and upstairs to the first floor.

			‘Father?’ she said, knocking on his closed door. ‘I’m sorry to disturb you, but I must talk to you.’

			There was no sound from inside the room.

			‘Father?’

			She banged harder and rattled at the handle, unwilling to accept that he could have fallen into so deep a sleep in the short time since they had parted company. To her surprise, the door opened.

			‘May I come in?’

			Inside, the atmosphere was even worse than she’d anticipated. A sweat of stale beer and tobacco and spent matches washed over her. And something else.

			Despair. The smell of despair.

			‘Father, before anyone comes, I must talk to you.’

			As Connie’s eyes adjusted to the gloom, she picked out a lumpen shape in the bed. Quickly, she crossed the room and drew the curtains, unlatching the window at the same time to let in some air.

			‘Wake up,’ she said, her voice now sharp with anxiety.

			She reached out her right hand, hovering it over the bed for an instant, then let it drop on to her father’s shoulders. Soft, not hard. She threw back the covers to see an old pillow and her father’s mothballed frock coat rolled up in the centre of the mattress.

			For a moment, Connie stared at the bed, unable to accept the evidence of her own eyes. Then she ran back to the window and looked out, her sharp gaze scanning the landscape for as far as she could see. A shaming image of him staggering into the Bull’s Head, drunk and unkempt, came into her mind, quickly crushed. He couldn’t have gone on to the footpath without her noticing. She and Mary had been in the back garden the whole time. They would have seen him leave. The only way he could have gone was to the south, or to the open sea, or the fields to the west towards the large estate of Old Park. And why would he?

			Connie took a deep breath. She couldn’t lose her head. There was no question of going to look for him, when Mary could arrive with Dr Evershed at any moment. Besides, where would she start? Another unwanted picture of her father, stumbling into the marsh, his nose and mouth filled with choking black mud. She pushed this image away too. It was broad daylight, the sun was shining. Even in his inebriated state, there was no reason why he should fall.

			Trying to persuade herself that it was, in fact, fortunate he would not be here when the doctor came, Connie cast her eyes around the squalid room for clues as to why he had left so abruptly. Was it their conversation that had caused him to bolt? Or had the same secret distress that had led him to take refuge in his bedroom now driven him to leave it?

			Her sense of dread grew stronger. Had Gifford looked out and, in the rising tide, also noticed that same blue coat floating in the water? Or even worse to contemplate – and she felt disloyal for allowing the thought to come into her mind – had he known all along that the body was there?

			With a knot in the pit of her stomach, Connie shook out the bedclothes. She returned the frock coat to the wardrobe, noticing that his daytime coat was not on its usual hanger. The floor was littered with empty beer bottles and broken glass. There was nothing large enough in which to carry all the detritus downstairs, so she pushed it under the bed with the tip of her boot. She would return later to clear it up properly. There was nothing to be done about the smell – the whole room needed a thorough airing – but she emptied the ash and spent matches into a brown paper bag and stacked the dirty saucers ready to take back to the scullery.

			Then, she stopped.

			She put her hand back into the bag and fished out the fragment from the remains of the cigarettes and matches. Plain cream writing paper, of adequate quality, nothing distinctive about it. Black cursive letters.

			Holding the remains between her thumb and forefinger, she blew off the warm ash. She could make out only six letters: d r a  c r o. There was no way of knowing if it was a name or part of the address, or what came before or after. There appeared to be a small space between the third and fourth letters, but she couldn’t be sure.

			The only word that was clear, at the top right-hand corner of the piece of paper, was ASYLUM. Had the letter come from Graylingwell? If so, from whom? He had no contact with the place, so far as Connie knew. She had never once heard him mention it.

			Time seemed to slow. The familiar sense of everything darkening, fading to black. Connie fought it. She would not let herself be pulled under. She would not let her father down; whatever he had done or wherever he was, she had to keep her head.

			She sat heavily down on the bed and tried to focus on the scrap of paper.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 8
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			Gifford raised his head from the ground, tasting dirt, straw and blood in his mouth. He felt like he’d gone fifteen rounds with Jack Johnson. His knuckles were cracked, his lips too. When he tried to blink, he realised his left eye was swollen shut.

			A few moments passed, then, gingerly, he tried to push himself up into a sitting position. He managed it, but the effort left him gasping for breath. He slumped back against the wall, his chest tight and his ribs sore.

			After a few moments, he got himself more comfortable on the tiles, legs straight out in front of him, and tried to remember what had happened. For years, he had been waiting, one day knowing he would be called to account. Finally, that day had come.

			His sins had caught up with him.

			At first, he’d stayed in his room to avoid Connie, not wanting to lie to her. Trying not to drink, failing. Knowing that his loosened tongue was dangerous. Connie always could see through him in any case, sharp as a tack, even when she was little. Used to call him Gifford from time to time, made the customers laugh. And hadn’t he noticed in the last few days the different way she looked at him, when she thought he wasn’t watching? He knew she was trying to remember. He wished he could tell her why it was safest to forget.

			It was the one thing he feared more than anything. Because then, like a crack in the sea wall, once her memories came flooding back, who could say where it would end?

			What had he given away earlier in the afternoon? In his drunken meanderings? They had talked, that he remembered. But as to what had been said, it was a blank. She had made him talk and say things he should not have said. He felt cold with fear. What secrets had he betrayed?

			He felt bad, bruised from top to toe. He should have stayed in his room, only he hadn’t been able to bear it any longer, cooped up with only his accusing thoughts for company, and his grieving heart.

			Ten years. He’d been living with the consequences ever since. No harm in it, so he’d thought. Four fine gentlemen looking for a special night. A night to remember.

			Gifford covered his face with his hands.

			All these years and he hadn’t talked. All these years, he’d taken their money and used it well. Used it right. They had no cause to come after him, had they? He stopped, the effort of remembering making his head throb.

			That glimpse of chestnut hair in the water.

			Not possible. In the churchyard, not possible. She was dead. He’d had a letter telling him so.

			The Eve of St Mark, a night of ghosts.

			 

			*

			 

			Gifford didn’t know how long he drifted in and out of consciousness; he wasn’t certain. Only that when he next woke, his senses were a little sharper. A smell of damp bricks and dust. Feathers. He ran his fingers over his chin, feeling the scratch of several days’ stubble. He wondered what had happened to his hat. He was wearing his coat.

			Filled with a sudden panic, he struggled to stand. Willing strength into his legs, pushing his shoulders into the bricks to lever himself up. He put his hand out and felt the cool dome of glass. His brief moment of courage died. Now he remembered. 

			Burning the letter in a panic, then staggering back downstairs. Taking the key off the hook and coming here. Hidden amongst the bell jars and treasures of his past. And the one newer glass case. The one piece of evidence he had of that night.

			Gifford felt a moment of hope, then the spark died, to be replaced by terror. Remembering how he had stumbled on the steps and fallen down, down in the dark, hitting his head at the bottom.

			In the depths of his deadened, drink-ruined mind, he realised he’d left Connie alone. No one was there to protect her if they came. When they came.

			With a howl, he again tried to struggle upright, but he couldn’t find the strength. He started to crawl towards where he thought the steps were. Slowly, closer to the door. To the light.

			Pushing against it, except it wouldn’t open.

			Why wouldn’t it open? He
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