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The boy was tall, with almond-shaped eyes.


     In summer, his school had a tour of a hangar-shaped building named The Hall of Soviet Achievement. The young comrades saw a cosmonaut’s spacesuit, a plan for new housing, and a row of farm tractors produced by the machinery factory in their city. Then the group moved on to view the statistics for wheat production.


     The boy held back from the others, preferring to stay with the tractors. He had a reason. She was the leader of the Socialist Girls’ Pioneers, and she was three years older than him.


     The hangar was warm with the grainy heat of Russian summer, dust in the air between them. She put a finger to his lips and smiled. She loosened his collar. It was quiet, just his heart thumping. He held her against the huge rubber wheel of a Soviet tractor, and put his hands around her waist. There was the tang of the new tyre, engine oil, the clean scent of her hair.


     He thought: my life will be good.










Monday Morning


Tom Fletcher loosened his tie. His neck felt damp, due partly to the summer heat. He watched the photographer take another shot, using flash despite the sunlight streaming through glass panels in the roof. The photographer stood back and turned to him.


     ‘Is that the worst you’ve seen?’


     Fletcher nodded. In eight years with the Cambridge police, it was the nastiest death he’d encountered. He brushed a fly away from his face.


     He was standing in a large hangar-type building used as a showroom for farm machinery. In front of him was a line of yellow tape set up by the accident investigators, then a half-circle of tractors for sale. The pairs of headlamps all seemed to be watching something.


     There was a different machine in the centre of the group. It was a heavy-duty mechanical shredder, designed for cutting up tree branches – really just a set of blades inside a chute that a man could fit into. A man had. A pair of legs was projecting from it, the feet twisted at unnatural angles. Fletcher noticed something puzzling.


     The shoes. He studied the shoes.


     The legs belonged to a young guy named Jake Skerrit, aged twenty-two and fresh out of university. Jake had worked as a management trainee for Breakman Machinery, a farm equipment dealer in the fenland north of Cambridge. The staff all agreed that Jake was a hard worker who did paperwork in the depot on Sunday nights. They added that he liked fooling around with dangerous machines. Today being Monday, his corpse had been found by the security man who unlocked the building in the morning.


     The body wasn’t completely shredded, because a safety system had kicked in when the blades finally reached his shoulders. So the face, wedged up against the steel intake, was still partially intact – but the blades had destroyed his arms and taken a big chunk from the side of his skull. The floor on the other side of the chute, where the machine would normally spit out its wood chips, was spattered with human debris: hair, bits of bone, two complete fingers, a shirt cuff and something that looked to Fletcher like an earlobe. Under the shredder itself, a circle of blood was in the final stage of thickening, like road tar. The flies were really gathering.


     Fletcher was fascinated by Jake’s shoes.


     He guessed the Health and Safety people would try to prosecute, because the Breakman staff habitually left machines with keys in the ignition. Still, the death seemed like a genuine accident – one to add to the sixty other deaths involving farm machinery that happen each year in Britain. A police surgeon had attended as a formality, and a post-mortem was booked. Fletcher had other cases pending, and maybe he should have left this alone – maybe his presence should have been just another formality – but the shoes wouldn’t let him.


     He watched as the investigators in their white paper suits rolled up the tape, and the photographer began packing away his kit. Two morose-looking individuals came into the hangar, men known to the police as the Glum Reapers: specialised operatives from an undertaker in Cambridge. One was carrying a body bag, and the other was swinging a shovel.


     Fletcher turned away, still thinking about the shoes. He glanced up at the CCTV camera bolted to the wall, perfectly placed to record the death, its red light blinking.


 


Breakman Machinery had closed for the day, and the staff had been interviewed and sent home, white-faced. The only employee still present was waiting in the security office, one of the simple rooms along the front of the hangar. Fletcher watched him for a second through the glass door panel.


     He was a florid, overweight man in his sixties, wearing a checked sports jacket. He was sitting hunched over, with one hand caressing his bald forehead and the other hand dangling a cigarette. He was talking to himself and shaking his head. Fletcher opened the door slightly, and the man didn’t notice. He was saying, repeatedly, ‘Too bloody close.’


     The room was small, with breeze-block walls painted white. It contained three stacking chairs, a basic desk and a steel cupboard. When Fletcher opened the door fully, there was a smell of whisky that made him wince. It was a peculiarity of his: he found the smell of alcohol painful. He sat on one of the chairs, far enough away to avoid the man’s breath, and he said, ‘I’m Detective Inspector Tom Fletcher of the Cambridge police. I understand you found the body.’


     ‘Yes – I’m Ron Teversham, the security. More of a caretaker, really. I just lock up and open up.’


     Two unusual things about this security man. First, he wanted to downgrade his own importance. And second, he’d been crying.


     ‘You’re very upset, Ron.’


     ‘It’s the shock of seeing it. Finding him like that, the state of him.’


     ‘How well did you know him?’


     ‘First-name terms. That’s the job.’


     ‘Why do you think he did it? Why start up a dangerous machine?’


     Ron tried to laugh. ‘Jake loved machines, that was his problem. He was always playing around with them.’


     ‘Just now you were saying he was too bloody close.’


     Ron jerked his face up. For a moment, his red eyes filled with tears again.


     ‘To the machine. Too close to the shredder, it drags you in.’


     ‘Tell me about him. Was he a wealthy young man?’


     ‘Wealthy? You’re joking. He had debts and stuff, loans and overdrafts.’ Teversham stopped himself suddenly. ‘Why are you asking? It was a bloody accident. Everyone knows, he was fooling around.’


     ‘What kind of shoes did he wear?’


     ‘Shoes? Just old trainers, he was skint.’ Ron’s eyes slid over to the hangar, where the Glum Reapers were making long scrapes that echoed around the building. ‘It was an accident, right?’


     ‘Nothing to suggest otherwise. But we’ll know in a minute.’


     ‘How will we?’


     ‘We’ll look at the CCTV.’


     Teversham tried to laugh again. He turned and opened the steel cupboard. The recording system consisted of a ten-year-old VCR wired into an even older TV. The slot of the recorder gaped empty, and Teversham put his yellow fingers inside it as he said, ‘There isn’t always a cassette in there. Sometimes yes, sometimes no.’


     ‘Last night?’


     ‘No. I didn’t put one in on Friday. Look, if they sack me, I’m stuffed.’


     Fletcher watched him for a while, wondering if he really was that incompetent. Then he said, ‘Ron, why isn’t the manager here? There’s been a death on the premises.’


     ‘Breakman? He’s away on a freebie. Caterpillar took all the dealers to Jersey to show them a new tractor. Paid for the hotel and everything, Breakman even took his wife. Can you believe that? Money to piss away and they still get free weekends.’ That finally made Ron laugh: a violent sound that drowned out the scraping from the hangar. He threw his cigarette on the cement floor and opened the packet for another. ‘Smoke?’ He offered. ‘No? Stay in shape, use the gym? You look like it. That what the birds like these days?’ He lit his fag with unsteady hands. ‘I’ve phoned the Breakmans already. First plane they can get back on is tomorrow morning.’


     ‘What are their names?’


     ‘He’s Crispin Breakman. She’s Olga. Married four months, isn’t that nice?’ Ron stopped himself again, and his eyes moved back to the hangar. ‘Please, can I go? It was just an accident.’


     Fletcher watched him a little while longer.


 


 


 


The huge machinery factory in the city of Stavropol was called the Niva Works. Between it and the workers’ accommodation there was a water reservoir. In winter, when the temperature dropped to minus thirty, it froze into a block of ice that the kids could slide across. In summer they used it for swimming, and diving off the concrete walls.


     The boy grew up that summer, before the winter when his life changed. He began to believe in himself. He’d kissed the leader of the Socialist Girls’ Pioneers. He could swim across the reservoir and back. He could somersault off the embankment.


     Once, while he was treading water getting his breath, the best friend of the leader of the Socialist Girls’ Pioneers swam slowly past him. She was gymnastics champion of the Stavropol schools, and her hair trailed slick on the glare of the water. He felt her foot brush the base of his spine, and when he turned he caught the flash in her violet eyes, half-closed in the sun.


     He thought, my whole life will be like this. It’s going to get better and better.


     He was eleven years old.


 


 


 


Jake Skerrit’s office was another white-painted space: five metres square, lit by a small window and a strip light, clean and neat. Jake’s files along one wall, his desk against the other. The desk held a terminal, a framed degree certificate from Anglia Polytechnic University, and a small pile of paperwork.


     The scraping noises from the hangar stopped completely. In the silence, Fletcher turned the papers over. He found invoices and schedules of machinery deliveries. He opened the drawer of the cheap desk. He found more invoices and oddments of stationery. There was a box of matches with the name of some local eating place. Then, right at the back, a small book.


     Teach Yourself Russian.










Monday Afternoon


Fletcher waited in the sunshine outside the empty depot, with his suit jacket slung over one shoulder, watching the colossal fenland sky. Clouds the size of small countries were stacked in layers against the blue. In a minute, an unmarked Vectra pulled up. He folded his jacket and got in.


     Detective Sergeant Sal Moresby was a few years younger than him, still in her late twenties. He’d been with her when she made her first arrest as a detective, and the memory always made him smile: the suspect, a strange little man who later became a useful informant, peering at her in admiration.


     You know what, Miss Moresby. You got the face of a pre-Raphaelite beauty.


     The little crook was right. She had sleek brunette hair tied back against an oval face, and brown eyes which she widened in question now, revving the engine.


     ‘Suspicious circumstances?’ She never called him sir – his idea.


     ‘Puzzling circumstances. No CCTV tape for the whole weekend. The security man says he’s just a caretaker, starts drinking before lunch.’


     ‘What else?’


     ‘The dead man’s shoes.’


     ‘His shoes?’


     ‘They looked very, very expensive. Superb leather, hand-stitched. Plus they were brand new, I could see the logo on the sole. Then the security man told me Jake was a penniless graduate.’


     ‘Maybe that’s why he was penniless: putting fancy shoes on his credit card.’


     ‘Maybe, but if I had a new pair of hand-stitched shoes I wouldn’t wear them to work in a tractor depot on a Sunday night. I certainly wouldn’t wear them to fool around with dangerous machinery.’


     ‘You know something else unusual? I’ve just been to Jake Skerrit’s home address. It’s a big house on the edge of the village near here, a place called Thinbeach.’ Sal tapped Fletcher on the arm. ‘There was nobody home, but now I realise I’ve seen that address somewhere else today. It’s the same address as the manager of the depot.’


     ‘The same as Crispin Breakman?’


     ‘Correct. Jake presumably lived with his boss.’


     ‘And consequently with his boss’s new wife. She’s called Olga. It’s puzzling.’ Fletcher glanced at his watch. ‘And now I need some lunch.’


     ‘The sight of the body hasn’t affected your appetite?’


     ‘That’s nature. You see death, your body says feed. And I found this in Jake’s desk.’


     He held up the box of matches, inside a plastic wallet.


 


The Bride at Thinbeach


Lunch a Speciality


Crab, Lobster, Eel


 


He said, ‘I’m buying.’


 


Thinbeach was on the river Cam, in the open farmland between Cambridge and Ely, accessible only by roads with grass sprouting through the Tarmac.


     Sal drove quickly. In one field, the tower of a ruined church stood up against the clouds, surrounded by ripe wheat with poppies among the stalks. Fletcher put down the window and breathed in the dusty smell of summer in the fens. At that point the landscape changed into an expanse of tunnels made from white polythene stretched on frames, their translucent ridges snaking away on either side: intensive farming for summer fruit. There was no scent here, just the glare of plastic in the sun.


     Then they left the tunnels behind and drove through an area of preserved fenland – a tangle of hawthorn, willow, bulrushes and ferns – then down an incline between two water meadows where the grass looked fresh even in the heat. That set the tone for the village itself.


     The Welcome To Thinbeach sign was followed by a sign for Kill Your Speed and another saying Neighbourhood Watch, then another sign naming a twin town in Normandy.


     Thinbeach was tiny but smart: one main street called the Shamblings, starting with an elegant traffic-calming chicane, lined on either side with old houses built in honey-coloured stone, each with a cottage garden at the front. One had been adapted as a village shop – The Fen Deli – with a window displaying bags of ground coffee that Fletcher thought he could savour as Sal slowed down to a crawl.


     The few people he noticed on the pavement looked affluent and self-assured. When he asked about The Bride, a friendly man pointed the way to the far end of the Shamblings.


     The street narrowed, and the stone houses gave way to higher timber-framed buildings with black wooden ribs, the plaster between them painted deep shades of ochre. The engine echoed back from the houses on either side, until at the end Sal just managed to squeeze the car through. They came to a dead end.


     It was a high grassy mound, blocking off any view, curving away on both sides to shield something beyond. On the left was a magnificent old house, part timber and part stone, set in a cottage garden, one gable built into the earth embankment itself.


     To the right was a building of similar age: The Bride. It was the village pub, with a garden that appeared to run through a gap in the grass embankment to reach whatever was on the other side.


     Sal turned off the engine.


     ‘My body says feed, too.’


 


Fletcher hesitated in the doorway, but the pub didn’t have that beery smell he found sickening. The place had a scrubbed wooden floor, unblemished tables, and a long brick wall holding a selection of things inside wooden frames that Sal was already studying. He stepped closer and saw they were small dolls – like children’s toys – lovingly made from twisted corn stalks, dressed in scraps of bright silk, each one set inside a frame and mounted on the wall. In the middle was a printed information panel:


 


The Thinbeach Wedding


 


Thinbeach is one of the few communities in England which preserves a festival going back to ancient times.


     On a summer’s day each year, a corn doll, known as the Thinbeach Bride, is carried along the Shamblings to the banks of the River Cam, and there she is thrown into the water. Tradition says that the Thinbeach Bride sacrifices her own fragile body for the success of the local harvest.


     This festival, known as the Thinbeach Wedding, is thought to originate from the time of the Norman invasion of the Fens in ad 1067.


        Souvenir postcards are available behind the bar.


 


‘How very quaint,’ Sal said, walking to the counter.


     Fletcher went over to the garden door. In passing, he caught the eye of the barmaid, a woman aged around thirty with a T-shirt saying REBEL. He logged her glance in his mind: it said, I want to talk – as clearly as the word over her chest.


     Outside, he walked to the end of the garden, where it sloped down towards the gap in the mound. The walls of turf rose fifteen feet on either side, presumably some ancient defensive earthwork.


     Beyond the gap, he found a wide expanse of water: oval-shaped, about three hundred metres wide, fringed with reeds. On the left bank, two tributary rivers entered, and on the right they fed into the River Cam itself as it passed in a channel of slick green water. A heron flapped away against the bright clouds. On the horizon, the towers of Ely cathedral loomed up above the fields.


     ‘That’s Thinbeach Pool,’ a voice said behind him. He turned and found the barmaid collecting empty glasses, her excuse for coming out. ‘You should try the crab – it was alive this morning.’


     ‘Sounds perfect. This is where the festival thing happens?’


     ‘The Wedding, yes.’ There was still that look in her eye. ‘You’re the police, aren’t you? We’ve all heard about Jake Skerrit.’


     He introduced himself. She was a slim woman, with the glossy brown hair and strong jaw typical of the fens, standing in a way that showed off her hips. In the gap between her T-shirt and her jeans, a gold stud flashed in the sun. He glanced at her slogan.


     ‘Miss Rebel?’


     ‘I’m Debbie. Did – did Jake suffer?’


     ‘It must have been very quick.’


     Debbie sat at a table, and looked out over the water. Fletcher took a seat opposite and waited.


     ‘Poor Jake,’ she said. ‘He didn’t have much common sense. He used to drink in here sometimes, but he was always skint.’


     ‘Did you ever notice his shoes?’


     ‘His shoes? He always wore filthy trainers. He probably only had one pair.’


     ‘You never tried it yourself?’


     ‘What’s that?’


     ‘University.’


     ‘I’ve tried a few things, Inspector. Never the weird stuff.’


     ‘Debbie, can you tell me more about Jake? His living arrangements? I’m off duty.’


     Debbie leaned forward, a gold necklace swinging free, and her eyes shining.


     ‘I don’t spread rumours, Inspector.’


     ‘Call me Tom.’


     Behind her, he saw Sal emerge from the pub with orange juices. Sal read the situation and sat at a different table, within earshot, while Debbie began.


     ‘Living arrangements?’ She cupped her powerful chin in her hand and narrowed her eyes. ‘Crispin’s forty-five. He’s a bit chubby and he’s going grey. Olga’s not even twenty-five, she looks like a model. What does that tell you?’


     ‘Crispin was very lucky.’


     ‘More than that, Tom. He got her by mail order. She’s a mail-order bride.’


     Sal materialised at the table and leaned forward to face Debbie. Fletcher leaned back.


     ‘And what exactly,’ Sal asked, ‘is a mail-order bride?’


 


 


 


The workers’ accommodation was built in three blocks, each block eight apartments high and twenty apartments wide, arranged around a square of grass crossed with pathways. The grass contained a monument to Soviet labour, and a playground with climbing frames shaped like sputniks, locomotives – and, of course, tractors.


     The open side of the grass led down to the reservoir and then the Niva tractor works. In the mornings, the chimneys smoked against the sunrise as the workers filed down along the pathways.


     Niva was a good place to work, a place to be proud of. It had meeting rooms with life-size pictures of President Brezhnev, plus canteens, a medical clinic, a library, and a nursery. Rising above everything were the two tractor production halls themselves, each one a square kilometre in area.


     Kids grew up in the accommodation. They swung on the sputniks and raced on the grass. They attended city school 302, where the kids from Niva families felt they were special, different from the rest.


     One boy knew he was special, even among the Niva kids. He’d kissed the leader of the Girls’ Socialist Pioneers – and her best friend, the star gymnast, had put a pair of athletic hands around him under the glinting water of the reservoir.


     His name was Ivan.


 


 


 


Debbie looked from Fletcher to Sal.


     ‘Crispin’s a nice guy, but he’s got zero personality. We all thought he’d never get married, even though he’s loaded. You know why Jake was lodging with him? Crispin gave him a room because he felt lonely in that big house, he wanted some company. Anyway, back in March, Crispin went away for three weeks. Turns out he went to Moscow, he plucked up the nerve to go through a marriage agency. They found him a Russian wife and he brought her back here in April. She’s foreign but she’s nice – you know what I mean?’ Debbie refocused on Fletcher. ‘But you see, Jake was still lodging in the house. A nice-looking boy, almost her age. Only natural. Crab it is.’


     Debbie gathered more glasses, the sun glinting on her piercing. She went through to the bar, giving Fletcher one last glance.


     Sal said, ‘You think Crispin really is in Jersey?’


     ‘I checked. He’s booked on the early flight back to Stansted tomorrow.’


 


They spread butter on slices of warm bread. They ate the crab, breaking open the armour, digging into the flesh, watching gulls swoop over the surface of Thinbeach Pool and the pale lips of fish puckering the dark water for scraps.


     She said, ‘Nice quiet place.’


     ‘Yes, it is.’ He looked at his phone: reception on the civilian network was irregular, sometimes non-existent. He threw his last scrap to a gull that grabbed it and wheeled away. ‘I just wonder what Olga thinks of it.’


 


Sal Moresby drove them back to Cambridge, through the belt of old fenland around Thinbeach, where rushes leaned under the high afternoon clouds. Sal liked the landscape here: butterflies in the hedges, and hawthorns close to the ground, tangled in honeysuckle. In the passenger seat, Tom Fletcher was absorbed in his own thoughts. She liked the silence. She liked Tom Fletcher as well, after two years as his sergeant.


     The end of her first year, they went to make an arrest at a house near Swavesey. The man had stood in the doorway smiling at her, then reached beside the door and brought up a crossbow, aiming it at her chest. The tip of the bolt trembled for a second. Then Fletcher stepped in front of her, put his hand on the weapon and pushed it to one side.


     She’s with me.


     She guessed that was the kind of approach that had won him a police bravery medal – something his peer group spoke about but he himself never referred to.


     Now Sal drove the local road between the fields of polythene tunnels stretching out on either side, like a lunar settlement, then past the ruined church, and into the grain fields stretching away without hedges, only electricity pylons striding into the distance.


     She took the car onto the Cambridge road and accelerated, the needle touching eighty. There was no rush, this was just the way she drove.


     She asked, ‘So it’s an accidental death?’


     He turned to give her his attention, and she glanced across. He had a big, honest face, with a jaw that always had a shadow, and blue eyes under his fringe – a boy’s haircut. As always, he was wearing a button-down shirt and a blue suit, the jacket folded in his lap.


     He said, ‘Jake was twenty-two, but he lived with his boss in a village where the highlight of the year is a straw doll festival. He was learning Russian, and his boss’s young wife is a mail-order bride. He was totally broke, but he wore expensive new shoes to the depot on a Sunday night. What do you think?’


     ‘I think we’d better come back in the morning.’


     ‘I think you’re right.’


 


 


 


Their apartment was on the top floor of the accommodation, with a good view of the Niva Works and the plateau of Russia beyond, a green and brown mass running straight to the horizon.


     During that last summer, Ivan Gorensky would sit at the table between six and seven p.m., with the smell of soup from the stove filling the air. That was the time he spent with his father.


     His father was a senior engineer at the Niva tractor works, a highly skilled and respected worker. Ivan liked to ask his father questions about machines: how engines worked, how aeroplanes flew, why ships didn’t sink. His father had an engineer’s steel pencil, and used it to draw diagrams on scrap paper, and for Ivan the world would come down to this table, his father’s explanations, the simple diagrams he was drawing. The boy felt that the world was a rational place, it could be explained and improved. Sometimes he would look at his father and just want to be like him.


     That was how summer ended. Then, some mornings, there was frost on the windows.










Monday Night


Sal Moresby had a heavy case-load, and the hours spent in Thinbeach meant that she worked through until almost sunset. Off duty found her standing on the balcony of the flat she shared with her boyfriend, on the top floor of a modern building looking over the River Cam on Midsummer Common. It was a fine evening, the sun just going down, and the river still busy with skiffs and pleasure boats.


     In the flat behind her, she heard the clink of glass as her boyfriend helped himself to another beer from the fridge. She glanced around. The room was darkened, just the glow of the computer screen as he flicked through sites on the Internet.


     She didn’t want to be here. The flat was too dark, and the balcony was too small. She wanted to be achieving something. She wanted to be out in fenland with Tom Fletcher.


 


Fletcher finished work just after Sal. Off duty found him standing for a moment outside Parkside police station, breathing in the dusk, the Union Jack above the University Arms Hotel rippling against the mauve sky, the lamps in the centre of Parker’s Piece blurry with midges.


     Beyond that was the Cambridge that was famous from guidebooks: the colleges, the churches and the punts on the Cam along the Backs – and his own apartment too, with its view of the lead and slate rooftops. Tom Fletcher turned and walked the opposite way.


     There are two sides to any city.


     He crossed East Road, where the homeless men were gathering outside the Methodist hostel, their faces raised to the streetlamps. He walked along Mill Road, where moths were circling the storefront lights, lads on each corner in hooded tops flicking their heads to make their gold chains rattle. In a while, he came to the road bridge over the railway yards, a place known as Electric Mile: an expanse of steel tracks under a web of overhead wires shivering and sometimes sparking in the breeze. He stopped and watched a local train roll by underneath, its connections flashing, carriage lights blinking on and off, trailing a smell of static. When it passed, the empty rail lines lay glinting in the early night, a field of steel and wires running north and south.


     He walked over the bridge and turned into a system of narrow streets with low terraced houses overshadowed by the girders of the yards. Another train went past, and the vibration came up through the pavement. At the end of an alley where a steel gate led onto the tracks themselves, he found the house he wanted. He knocked on the door that he couldn’t leave alone.










Tuesday Morning


Fletcher stopped shaving when the phone rang. He’d had some strange dreams: flies, a dead man’s shoes, a small doll woven from straw, someone saying She’s Russian. Then electric wires touching, and a door opening.


     He answered the phone.


     He finished getting dressed: a fresh blue suit, grey button-down shirt, linen tie. The percolator was bubbling, but he ignored it. His mind was racing.


     He’d just had the news that an old Ford Sierra had been found crashed on the road outside Thinbeach. The driver had been thrown through the windscreen and killed. A man named Ron Teversham, security guard.


     More of a caretaker, really. I just lock up and open up.


 


 


 


Some mornings during that last summer, Ivan would lie in the sun with his friends on the embankment above the reservoir and watch the railway lines leading out of the Niva factory. They watched the locomotives pulling flat trailers loaded with tractors come rumbling out of the works and pick up speed, clattering away from Stavropol, heading west.


     ‘Where do you think they’re going, Ivan Gorensky?’


     Ivan’s best friend loved thinking about the world outside Stavropol. He even knew some English: Coca Cola and Ford, hello and goodbye.


     Ivan squinted into the distance, through the fumes of the locomotives.


     ‘My father says they go all over the Soviet Republics. And there are other countries. There’s Poland, and there’s the German Democratic Republic. There’s one called Cuba, where it’s hot. Lots of countries want our tractors.’


     The smoke hung against the plateau as the trailers became smaller on the plain, too far for their rattling to be heard, and then vanished.


     ‘Where else are they going, Ivan Gorensky?’


 


 


 


The sky was perfectly blue, just a few clouds layering the horizon beyond the cathedral. The road through the fields into Thinbeach had one single bend, and this was blocked off by a patrol car, its blue lights flashing mutely in the sunshine. Behind that, the Road Traffic Accident investigators were already managing the scene, assessing angles and distances, and the sergeant gave him a concise summary. Fletcher listened, then asked, ‘Suspicions?’


     ‘No, sir. You can smell it.’


     Fletcher walked down to the car. The Sierra had left the road on the bend, clipped the chevron road sign, and slammed into the base of a willow tree. Now the willow fronds were brushing across its roof as if checking for signs of life.


     There weren’t any. Teversham hadn’t been wearing a seat belt, perhaps because of his girth. His momentum had exploded the windscreen and left his body over the crumpled bonnet, feet tangled up in the steering and his head split against the willow trunk itself, where a red smear was thickening in the light.


     Fletcher leaned closer and looked at him. His thinning hair was studded with fragments of windscreen glass that reflected the patrol car lights. There was the smell of oil from the wrecked engine, but above that a reek of whisky which made him grimace.


     He looked around the car: the doors dented and scratched, the back bumper full of old scars. He looked inside the glove compartment and found a hip flask that was almost empty. He opened the boot and found a long plastic box carefully lashed to the floor. He clicked open the catches and raised the lid. It contained a two-piece pool cue, engraved with the initials RT.


     He walked back to the road. The willow was still scraping on the car roof behind him.


     The uniformed police were beginning to clear away their equipment, discussing breakfast. The photographer was the same man as yesterday, glancing at Fletcher as he packed up his cameras.


     ‘Must be contagious.’


     Fletcher didn’t answer. Just as the patrol car moved aside to let the undertaker’s vehicle through, Sal Moresby drove up. She stopped the Vectra with a scrape of tyres, and got out. She was wearing baseball boots, black jeans and a khaki shirt. She’d left her hair loose, and she’d signed out an Airwave handset: a device normally used by uniformed police, like an oversized mobile phone.


     The Airwave network was exclusive to emergency services, its network of masts guaranteeing perfect reception and giving encrypted access to the databases of the modern state. She showed him the screen: Ron Teversham’s entry on the Police National Computer. Two convictions for drunk driving in the last ten years, and a home address in a place called Wittris – the roughest of the fenland towns.


     Fletcher noticed things dropping out of the willow branches and settling on the wrecked car: small writhing insects – dozens gathering on the roof, then hundreds more on the red smear that Teversham’s skull had left on the tree, until the brain fluid was a mass of squirming life.


     ‘Airborne weevils,’ Sal observed. ‘They live for two days, then their bodies are food for birds. Are his shoes acceptable?’


     Fletcher nodded. ‘The shoes are fine. RTA guys estimate he was doing at least seventy. A sharp bend, bald tyres, reactions slowed by alcohol. Time of death to be established, probably before midnight. No indication of other vehicles being involved, no tyre marks or broken stuff on the Tarmac. So, by a tragic freak, two employees of Crispin Breakman have had fatal accidents in the last thirty-six hours.’


     Sal brushed some of the insects from her sleeve. She held his gaze with her wide brown eyes, her hair framing her face.


     ‘And we buy that, do we?’


     Fletcher weighed mentally his existing workload. He took a last look at the insects writhing in the red smear on the willow trunk. He said, ‘Ron didn’t like the Breakman couple. Let’s go and give them the news.’


 


Fen Lodge was the perfect home for a successful tractor dealer. It was a converted barn at the end of its own lane outside the village, with a roof of reclaimed tiles, snug little windows and black-varnished timber walls, standing in a gravel courtyard surrounded by ornate steel railings, his and hers Mercedes sparkling in the sun. It was the kind of set-up that would make Ron Teversham jealous.


     Fletcher was in his own car today, an old Audi hatchback. He followed Sal’s unmarked car onto the gravel. It was a beautiful summer morning: even the stones looked washed and tumbled.


     The door opened.


     ‘Crispin Breakman? We’re the police.’


     ‘Oh, Christ. It’s about the Health and Safety?’


     ‘Not exactly.’


     Crispin looked older than forty-five, his shoulders rather stooped as he led his visitors into a large semi-dark room with bare brick walls and a fireplace stacked with logs. He raised one of the blinds, and they all sat on comfortable leather chairs.


     The light emphasised that Crispin was tired and miserable. Just right for a man whose lodger has died in a shredder. He had a forgettable face, curly hair greying on top, eyes that moved around. He was wearing a tailored office suit that seemed to belong on someone more dynamic. He said, ‘We’ve only just got back from Jersey –’


     ‘On the Stansted flight. I know.’


     ‘Right. And I’ve got to go into the depot now. My wife’s still resting. Jake’s death has really upset her, she’s very sensitive.’


     ‘We’d like to speak to her later,’ Fletcher said. Then he gave Crispin the news about Ron Teversham. Crispin closed his eyes and listened. When he opened them again, he said something that made Fletcher reconsider his entire case-load.


     ‘Jake and Teversham. The odd couple.’


     ‘You mean, they were friends?’


     ‘Right from the start, they struck up this odd sort of friendship. But there’s nothing funny about their deaths, is there?’


     ‘Funny?’


     ‘Suspicious.’ Crispin looked from Fletcher to Sal. ‘Is there? The Health and Safety thing’s bad enough. I can’t believe the guys leave keys in the machines. I’ve got my solicitor on it already.’


     Sal said, ‘Tell us about Jake.’


     ‘Jake? He was such a nice, normal kid. We got him cheap, obviously. He’d come out of uni last year, and he was bloody desperate. He had mates with degrees working in Pizza Hut. But he loved machinery, just loved it. His CV came on my desk and I gave him the office boy’s job, called it management trainee. That was before Christmas.’


     ‘And he became friendly with Teversham?’


     ‘They were both a bit sad and lonely. They used to stay late at the office, chatting, or they’d go drinking together. Teversham was always looking for someone to talk to.’


     ‘Teversham mentioned Jake was in debt,’ Fletcher said.


     ‘Up to his neck, poor sod. I reckon at least eighteen grand in student loans.’


     Fletcher pictured those creamy calf-hide shoes.


     ‘Was he a big spender?’


     ‘Jake? No way. He had spreadsheets of how much he could spend on this or that, how much he could repay. He tried to wear a suit to work, but it was always the same one.’ Crispin adjusted his own neat cuffs. ‘When he started with us, he was lodging in Cambridge, could hardly afford the rent. He was a good worker, put in long hours, so in January I let him have a room here, the little granny flat downstairs. That’s before I married Olga, obviously.’


     ‘Crispin,’ Sal said, ‘I’m not prying, but—’


     ‘But Olga, yeah? I know what they’re saying in Thinbeach. Crispin’s mail-order bride. I’m old enough to be her father.’


     ‘I was just wondering how you met.’


     Crispin seemed glad to talk about it, regarded it as a big achievement.


     ‘Last year, I got a mailshot from an agency offering introductions to Russian women, Steppes to Love. I thought, why not? More and more guys are doing it. Anyway, their service was first-class. They arranged for me to fly out there and meet some prospective partners.’


     ‘You went to Russia?’


     Crispin pushed out his chest and grinned.


     ‘Damn right. What a country. On the one hand, outside the cities, you’ve got the best farming land I’ve ever seen. The soil is like ours, the black silty stuff. On the other hand, you’ve got desperate poverty, crime out of control. Gangs of crooks running the place. But the agency were great. They introduced me to Olga. I knew she didn’t belong there, with all that. She was like a shining light.’


     ‘So you got married,’ Fletcher said.


     Crispin lit a cigarette. He was talking to himself now, not to two police officers interested in the death of a management trainee.


     ‘We came back here in April – remember how warm it was? We had walks in the old fen. She likes taking pictures of landscapes.’ Crispin suddenly put out his cigarette. ‘This isn’t about me and Olga. You were asking about Jake.’


     In fact, Fletcher was thinking about Olga, about how jealous she could make a man. Jealous enough to kill?


     ‘How did Olga get on with Jake?’ he asked.


     Crispin shrugged. ‘They hardly spoke. He kept to himself in the granny flat.’ His face clouded. ‘What do you think happened to Jake?’


     ‘What do you think? Why on earth would he start up a dangerous machine?’


     ‘He loved machines. He was always climbing on them, fooling around. He used to sit in the yard at lunchtime and sketch them, he could really draw. He was pretty eccentric, to be honest.’


     ‘Had anything changed recently? Had he come into money?’


     ‘That was all he ever wanted, to come into money. But no, he was totally broke.’


     ‘When did you last see him?’


     ‘About midday on Friday, in the office. Then I left for Jersey. You want to check? There were two hundred people at the Caterpillar show – plus Olga.’


     Fletcher nodded. ‘You stayed at the St Michel hotel.’ Crispin swallowed, nodded too. ‘And when did you last see Ron Teversham?’


     ‘Friday, I suppose.’


     ‘What was his background?’


     ‘He was with us maybe ten years. Before that, other security stuff, I think. He was cheap too, obviously. That’s something else in common with Jake.’


     ‘Tell me about the CCTV system at the depot.’


     Crispin looked from Fletcher to Sal, horrified. ‘It wasn’t working, was it? It didn’t record Jake?’


     ‘It should have, that’s the point. But Ron told me there isn’t always a tape in it. Is that correct?’


     ‘I think it is, yes. He was sloppy, wasn’t he?’


     ‘You’re the manager.’


     Crispin spread his hands to say what can you do?


     Fletcher decided the man was dull. Not the hidden-tension-might-snap-any-minute kind of dull. Just dull. He wondered how the hell he’d built up a successful business at all.


     ‘Thanks for your time, Mr Breakman. I’d like to see Jake’s room, as a formality, and also meet your wife.’


     Crispin met each request with a nod. Then he showed them along a corridor at the back of the house, and left them at the door of the granny flat, taking a call from his solicitor on his mobile.


     Fletcher looked at Sal. ‘Jealous husband? Arranged the death?’


     ‘Yeah, right. Come to fenland and rub out my lodger. There’s a thou on top if you slice up his brain. Can you see Crispin organising that?’


     He had to agree. Crispin would struggle to book contract cleaning, never mind contract killing.


     He opened the door, and they both stood staring at the room. Crispin said Jake was such a nice, normal kid. Maybe this was normal for a management trainee in the agricultural machinery sector. It certainly wasn’t normal for anyone else.


 


 


 


Sometimes, Ivan’s mother would leave early and queue outside grocery shops. That was because rumours were spreading that the shop was getting a delivery of sausage, or soap powder, or the syrup Ivan liked. If Ivan went with her, he would stand beside her in the queue and imagine what was in the shop. In the end, it was a few tins on a shelf, or a pile of empty cartons that the other women had scuffled over. Sometimes the shop girls smiled at him.


     Later, when he was an adult, Ivan Gorensky understood why it all happened like that. It was because of Vladimir Ilich Lenin.


     Lenin had founded a command economy insulated against free markets: a self-perpetuating system ready to replace capitalism itself when the bourgeois societies collapsed. Lenin got it wrong.


     Under capitalism, goods are produced in response to demand from consumers. Under or over production is punished by the market and then by investors. A command economy, by contrast, produces goods in response to a preconceived plan. In a command economy, a gap will inevitably appear between production and consumption. Goods may be over-produced for years regardless of their usefulness, and therefore have to be stockpiled or destroyed. Other goods, such as soap powder or syrup, may be consistently under-produced without any opportunity to redress the balance through market forces.


     As a man, Ivan read about all this, and remembered the empty shelves of his childhood. He began to realise why his life had taken the shape it had.


 


 


 


‘Crispin was right about something,’ Sal observed. ‘Jake really loved machines.’


     The room was about fifteen metres square, painted off-white, looking out over the garden, containing a single bed, an easy chair and some basic furniture.


     Three of the walls were completely covered from floor to ceiling with pictures of machinery, mostly tractors: hundreds of sheets of paper pinned and stuck to the surfaces. There were photocopies from books, images from tractor enthusiasts’ websites and magazines – but many of the pictures were hand-drawn, sketched neatly with careful technical detail.


     Fletcher walked slowly around the room, taking it in.


     The other wall had a wardrobe and a pair of shelves. The upper shelf held an old-style cassette player, then some GQ magazines, and a paperback of Watership Down.


     The lower shelf held two large books. The first one was a massive English–Russian dictionary. Inside the front cover, Fletcher found more of Jake’s artwork: a series of pencil sketches drawn on artist’s card. They’d been sketched in this room, judging by the bed and the window with the view of the garden.


     They showed a young woman arranging herself naked on the bed covers, in a series of poses which became increasingly sexual – first, leaning back smiling and letting her hair hang loose, showing off her breasts to the artist. In the next she was lying on her flank with one knee raised, showing the triangle between her legs. The third showed her from behind, kneeling on the bed, her neat buttocks raised, drawn swiftly but deftly.


     Sal took the sketches.


     ‘Careful use of shading.’ A strand of hair fell across her face and she pushed it back. She looked at Fletcher. ‘Drawn from life – or an active imagination?’


     ‘Either way,’ he said, ‘I think we’ve just met Olga.’ He replaced the dictionary and picked up the other book.


     Gold letters on the cover announced, The Story of The Thinbeach Wedding, by Alain de Minching.


     He turned to the first page. Sal stood close and read it too, close enough to catch her faint perfume and the scent of her hair.


 


When the armies of William the Conqueror reached the Cambridge fens, local resistance centred around the Isle of Ely (literally, the Island of Eels), led by Hereward The Wake (or Hereward the Watchful, in modern English). A vicious campaign was fought before the Normans subdued the Anglo-Saxons, driving the rebellious elements away into the north-western marshes. An uneasy peace ensued.


     Local legend has it that the Norman commander, by the name of Chretien de Minchin, was so impressed by the Isle of Ely that he ‘went native’ and settled there, taking land in Thinbeach and marrying a local beauty. But a ballad sung locally until the nineteenth century tells the full story:


 


She was fine


But she was faithless


That nameless eely girl


Faithless in the orchard


With every village churl.


Lord Chretien mad with jalousie


Took her on his shoulders high


Drowned her in the Thinbeach Pool


But she will always rise again


Our faithless nameless girl of eels


Our faithless girl of eels.


 


Whatever the reality of this little tragedy, the Domesday Book does record a Chretien de Minchin near Ely holding ‘six pastures, one good orchard and a strong manor house.’


     The descendants of Chretien de Minchin still live in Thinbeach today  . . .


 


Fletcher closed the book and placed it back, thinking what a mix of interests Jake had.


     They opened the wardrobe and found some cheap shirts, some tatty jeans, and a pair of grubby trainers. Fletcher turned back to the copies of GQ magazine on the shelf and leafed through them. One page had the corner folded down: an advert for a brand of shoes called Ungini. Shimmering Italian leather, exclusive to Bond Street. Jake must have promised himself a pair.


     At the back of the wardrobe they found a cardboard box holding a few paper wallet files. Fletcher pulled it out and opened the first wallet. It contained bank letters regarding Jake Skerrit’s overdraft of five grand, Visa bills which showed him making the minimum repayments on a balance of four grand, letters confirming student and personal loans of six grand. He found payslips barely covering the monthly instalments, other letters rejecting him for further credit, and some spreadsheets with Jake’s desperate budgeting.


     In the next folder was a padded envelope which Fletcher tipped out into his hand. Sal Moresby whistled in appreciation.


     The envelope held a presentation box embossed in silver, Tiffany, Bond Street.


     Inside was a simple bracelet: platinum, set with four small medium-quality diamonds, and a till receipt from Tiffany, dated just the previous weekend. Price £9,495. Paid in cash. Fletcher snapped the case shut and dropped it back in the box.


     So Jake had been on a spree to London before his death. A Tiffany bracelet – for Olga? – and Ungini shoes for himself.


     ‘Where did he get the cash, Sal?’


     ‘And what’s in here?’


     She moved over to a little filing cabinet that served as the bedside table. She pulled the top drawer out, disclosing some aspirins, a packet of Kleenex, two condoms, a plastic wrap of cannabis weed: the flotsam of Jake’s relaxation.


     Sal sniffed the cannabis, and grimaced. Fletcher could smell it already: the sour reek of the supercharged, schizophrenia-inducing weed called skunk. When the old hippies in the Home Office reclassified cannabis, they thought it was the same stuff that made them giggle through their beards way back in Uni. They thought everybody should have a try. They didn’t know about skunk, because nobody told them.


     ‘If he was a heavy user, there may have been psychiatric issues,’ Sal said, ‘which Crispin politely called eccentricity. Now, what’s this?’


     The drawer was stuck about two-thirds out, and when she reached under the top surface for the obstruction she came out with a roll of money. Four thousand two hundred and forty quid, when they counted it. Used notes in fifties and twenties, crudely taped under the cabinet top.


     ‘So his dreams came true,’ Sal said.


     ‘The Chinese say that’s the worst misfortune, when your dreams come true.’


     ‘I think there’s a worse misfortune. Your dreams come true, then you get chewed up in a shredder.’


     The lower drawer had a lock which she released with her penknife. Fletcher expected more cash, or more jewellery, but he found a tractor catalogue.


     It was a souvenir brochure printed in 1980 to mark ten years of Breakman Machinery, the cover showing the staff assembled smiling outside the depot. Inside the front cover was a portrait photo of a tough-looking man standing by a combine harvester. Fletcher studied it. He had the feeling he’d seen this face already today, very recently.


     A caption read: Mr Billy Breakman, Founder of Breakman Machinery.


     As he looked at it, the resemblance to Crispin Breakman became obvious. But where Crispin’s chubby face looked awkward and immature, this man looked capable, as if he’d fought for his achievements.


     ‘You know, Sal, I thought Crispin couldn’t have built the business by himself. This must be his father.’


     ‘Who Crispin didn’t mention. But then, why should he?’ Sal took the brochure and flipped through the pages.


     Fletcher ran the whole thing through his mind.


     Jake had been a penniless graduate when he came to Thinbeach, so skint that Crispin had to give him a room. Then Crispin received an unsolicited mailshot and married the Russian beauty called Olga, and Jake developed an interest in – what exactly? Certainly in Olga herself. Probably in local history, and perhaps in the Breakman company too. Jake fried his brain with skunk, thought a lot, became best friends with the security guard. Then he got his hands on around fifteen grand in cash. Finally, he put on his brand new shoes and went to the depot on a Sunday night and started up a shredder. The security man drove into a willow tree. And not a single offence had been committed – except Health and Safety, drink driving and a minor drug infringement.


     ‘Jake’s given us a lot to think about, Sal. Sal?’


     She was staring at the largest wall, the surface completely covered in Jake’s chaotic pictures. She said, ‘Can you smell something?’


     He inhaled. There was something, a faint chemical tang like –


     ‘Paint?’


     She leaned closer to the wall and sniffed. A little crinkle went across the top of her nose. She slid her eyes over to his, then back, examining the pictures. She lifted up one of the sheets.


     ‘There’s something under here, Fletcher. There’s something painted on the wall.’
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