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One

Westmere, May

She has made plans for today, has been working towards this moment for decades. She had not understood this before. She knows it now.

Tomorrow will dawn bright and fine. Late spring mornings are beautiful to her these days. There was a time, many years ago, when she thought she could not face another dawn; she had wrapped herself in silence and the chorus that threatened to unravel the tight-knit quiet felt as if it might break her. There was a light seeping through closed curtains, demanding access from the other side of a locked door, pulling at sticky eyelids – it was a light she agreed to, eventually allowed in. She was stoic and strong and proud of it.

She is stoic and strong in this choice too. Everything is in order; there are a few clues and fewer answers. She gave up explaining herself a long time ago. It won’t be easy for them, but she has done what she can.

She will light three candles, and when they are burned out, then.

The candles were used as a sign, a long time ago, needed and valuable. Perhaps they stand for more now, for the layers of secrets, for three generations of recurring stories. She feels this repetition keenly, would end it if she could.

She hopes this might end it.

The tide was very low earlier this evening, the water far out and wanting, so much exposed at the moment of the turn, that brief pause and then gone again. A ritual drowning of secrets twice a day.

No more days, no more times, no more tides.

No more secrets.




Two

Westmere, May

In another part of town, in another old home, this one empty and rotting, they work quietly. They are practised, will be in and out in less than thirty minutes. They do not speak as they work, methodically ticking off a list that is memorised and perfected – damp items to the centre, dryer and more flammable objects against the walls; if there are nylon net curtains, so much the better. If no windows are smashed, open one or two to create a through-draught. If there are no windows, remember to wedge the exit open as they leave. No smashing, no breaking, no noise. Firelighters are placed at strategic points around the main room. This has been a learning of trial and error. At first they used too few and the result was a brief flicker, too much smoke for safety and an appalling waste of their fear and excitement. The next time, overcompensating, they were lucky to get away with sore throats from the sudden and shocking plume of smoke, luckier still to run from the site without being seen. Now they are skilled at the task.

They are two streets away before the fire fully takes hold, down on the shore well before a neighbour is alerted by the smell of smoke or a strange orange light where usually there is darkness. Far from the pier and the street lights along the front they wash their hands in the incoming tide, ripples of sea foam delineating the water’s edge, feet braced against the heavy stones as they look at each other, eyes wide with the thrill of getting away with it, relief at ticking another one off the list.

A flame of sheet lightning flares far out at sea. It is very late, very early. Time to go home, back to bed. These interrupted nights are hard, and there is always the fear that someone will have noticed them gone, the empty bed, the room too quiet. They part, as they met, with no words. It will be done soon.




Three

Westmere, May

Lucy ran along the front, heading away from the pier and the tired old town threatening to slide down the hill and into the water. Behind her, hidden by a bank of dark purple cloud, the morning sun sent out an odd, tinted light. A fourth-generation child of Westmere, she knew the rain would be onshore within a quarter of an hour, perhaps sooner given the look of the choppy waves slamming themselves against the shingle. She shivered and picked up her pace. It was all very well her school coach telling the team they needed to run five days a week, rain or shine; their coach was white, she would never have to deal with brown girl’s hair. She might just make it to Kitty’s place before the storm hit.

Her mother’s great-aunt Kitty lived at the end of the second bay, where the front receded first into a wasteland of brambles, ferns and grasses and half a mile later into marshes. Lucy thought she heard someone behind her, panting breath, pounding feet, and turned to look over her shoulder, running all the while. No one was there, she was alone on the front, and she turned back, set her face to the far distance. She’d feel safer with Kitty. She grimaced; she hadn’t felt safe all year.

Just round the corner of this bigger bay and into the small one and she’d be within striking distance of Kitty’s home. Her great-aunt was no children’s book granny, knitting and smiling with boiled sweets in her pocket. At this time of day and with a spring tide, she was more likely to be drinking whisky in her tea and leaning on the railing of her deck, smoking and swearing into the wind about the bloody Westmere council and the bastard developers and how the only thing protecting her was the swathe of marshland to the west.

‘Don’t know about this “natural interest” bollocks, Lucy,’ she’d said, ‘but if you and your mates kicking off about all that climate business stops them building down this end of the bay, you have my blessing. Not that God exists, you know.’

Lucy picked up her pace, the wind behind her urging her on. She counted her footfalls as they landed, wondering if this was the morning she’d have the courage to talk to Kitty, ask for her help. She hoped she might. As she rounded the curve that dipped into the smaller bay, she expected to see Kitty out on the deck, or maybe walking the shoreline collecting rubbish and cursing the day-trippers along the coast who left their bottles and cans on the beach, the tide depositing them days later for Kitty to deal with. She was an easy figure to spot, one shoulder higher than the other, her gait slightly twisted and, recently, a stick to balance her bad hip, although she professed to use it to frighten off seagulls more than anything else.

Kitty had never walked straight as far as Lucy knew, but she was strong and tough and her feet were as sure as her words. She wasn’t soft or gentle or even particularly welcoming, but she was always there. She was the person Lucy had run to whenever she was upset, at school or at home. Her little sister Etta was doing the same now, just as her mother and aunt had done in the past. Kitty was their constant. They knew she’d tell them off if they’d been stupid, but she’d also listen, holding shame and blame at bay and just listen to the story, the one in their words and the one they couldn’t bring themselves to say. Lucy wanted to tell Kitty her story.

Kitty wasn’t on the beach and she wasn’t on the deck. Her boots were in the corner of the deck as they always were when she was inside. The door was closed. Kitty must be out already, unless there was actual hail coming directly off the sea, the door would be wedged open with a big stone from the shore. Lucy rubbed her gritty eyes and checked her watch. It was just after eight thirty. It wasn’t unusual for Kitty to be out walking or fishing in the morning, but something felt odd.

Lucy wasn’t sure why she tried the door, but she reached out and turned the handle. When the door swung open, catching in the wind, she knew for sure that something was wrong. Her father was always saying how Kitty was going to have a fall one of these days. He’d suggested she move in with them, but Kitty told him he was being an idiot and he could make his own plans; she had hers.

Lucy called out. There was no reply. She took the half-dozen steps across the main room to Kitty’s bedroom at the back of the hut. Later, she thought she had already known what she’d see when she opened the door; that she had known Kitty was dead before she saw her lying on the bed, took in the empty pill packets and bottles laid out beside her; had known Kitty would be dead before she saw her eyes closed, her skin grey and cold.

She heard the sound coming up from her chest, a keening she hadn’t known was in her, then her knees buckled and it was all she could do to put out her hand and stop herself toppling into Kitty’s dressing table. She knelt down, breathing slowly. She’d had panic attacks at the start of last term and Kitty had shown her the breathing techniques. She was remembering now. In for four, out for four. Slowly, paying attention to the breath as it moved through her body, noticing little details in her immediate line of focus, nothing big, nothing too much. As she counted, she looked down at the strands of summer grasses and the tiny pebbles from the shore that lay between the floorboards. They could have been there for decades. Kitty swept her rooms once a week and said that was more than enough; she lived in a hut after all, not a palace.

When Lucy felt her heart racing a little less, her skin less clammy, she slowly stood up. She walked closer to Kitty, looked at the packets and pill bottles on the bed, the whisky bottle beside her. She was glad Kitty’s eyes were closed. She hoped it had been easy, falling asleep. This was the first dead body she had ever seen, and while part of her wanted to run from the hut, another part, stronger, was drawn closer.

Kitty’s body was there but she was clearly gone. Her stuff was all around her; she was laid out on the bed. Kitty and not Kitty. Lucy got as close as she could without touching anything, then leaned in and carefully kissed her on the forehead. Her lips met skin that was too cool; it felt waxy, unreal. She stepped back shuddering, sorry that she felt repulsed and repulsed anyway.

A little while later, Lucy was on the deck, the doors to Kitty’s bedroom and to the hut itself firmly closed behind her. She took out her phone and wondered who to call. Her mother and her aunt were both very close to Kitty. It would be horrible to tell either of them that she was dead, and she couldn’t face her mother’s questions right now: why was she up so early on a Sunday, hadn’t she already done loads of training this week? She didn’t trust herself to give the right answers. She called Sara.
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