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He bought us like animals, Granny said.


     He arrived one night, in the town up there by the sea. The town knew what he wanted, and they paid him to go away. He counted the coins and he said, ‘But where will I find what I want?’


     They said, ‘Down there, sir, you’ll find plenty.’ They always hated us.


     So in the morning he came here and he had a black hat, a grey horse, but he was very pale, Granny said. He came across the fields with his three helpers walking behind, and in our little village here a woman came out and offered to take his horse. He hit her with his whip so she lost an eye.


     People came to the doors – there were three doors in the village – and it was all silent except for the chickens, Granny said. Then everyone understood, and the women began to run. His helpers went after them into the fields, and the grass was flicking where they brought them down. Our village men came out in the street, but he wheeled his horse round and caught one of them with a hoof. The horse was blowing steam, all the brass clinking and flashing in the sun. Then his helpers brought the women back, all roped up in a line.


     Our men shouted, ‘Who are you?’


     He said, ‘You know who I am.’


     ‘What you wanting from us?’


     The man looked down and smiled.


     ‘I want your witches.’










Monday Morning


Tom Fletcher got the call at 5.52 a.m., with snow tumbling in furry chunks past the streetlamp outside the window. He was just leaving, dressed for running and not expecting a call, but he got to the desk phone in two seconds, give or take. Maybe that surprised the caller, because nobody answered at first. No caller ID on the screen, but Fletcher could hear someone on the line; breathing near the mouthpiece and then road noise in the background.


     He shrugged and went to put the phone down.


     A man’s voice said, ‘Tom?’ Fletcher stopped. The voice had changed, grown older, but it was still the voice. ‘It’s me, Tom.’


     ‘Dad?’ The word sounded cold – something he hadn’t used for a long time.


     The voice said, ‘We have to kill him, Tom.’ The line crackled.


     ‘Dad, what are you talking about?’


     A long pause, traffic noise in the background on the phone line.


     ‘He went to a place, it’s west of the old railway line. It’s near an old quarry or something. We have to kill him.’


     The traffic noise again. The line went dead.


     Fletcher looked at the desk phone in his hand, saw the luminous screen shaking a little in the darkened room. He put it down. He switched on the speakers and listened to the conversation again. Then twice more.


     A tough call for anyone to receive. For Fletcher, it was more than that. Not just the content – it was the call itself. The first time he’d spoken to his father for eighteen years.


     Eighteen years, then he calls me. And he wants me to kill someone?


     What’s going on?


     He locked the door of his apartment without thinking, his mind still absorbing the fact. He went down the stairs without seeing them. Out in Green Street, the cold hit him. He looked around. The sky above the city was iron black, the snow falling vertically in the biggest flakes he’d ever seen. He felt his thoughts settling down, calming.


     If I go to that quarry, what am I going to find?


     He watched the snow cascading down, past the college lintels, into the river, white disappearing into black. Fletcher filled his lungs with the cold air.


 


He finally found the place at 8.20 a.m., after looking through the maps and driving through the frozen countryside west of Cambridge. A quarry, west of the railway line, at the end of a minor road in the farmland. It was minus three degrees outside the car, the windscreen spattered with snow and the washer jets nobbled by ice. The sky had lightened from iron to blue steel, and a half-moon was hanging low, waiting to set. The landscape itself looked pretty lunar: massive fields of ploughed earth glinting with frost, winter barley hugging the ground. The road ran beside a series of farmed-over scrapes in the landscape, leading between the shingle banks of an abandoned railway line and the drainage channels of the Great North Fen. On the map there was a site marked as a disused gravel pit – just around the next curve.


     The minor road petered out. He expected a rough track next, but it gave way to what looked like an impeccable tarmac surface, mostly snow-covered but neat bruise-blue in places where vehicles had passed. He rounded the corner and stopped.


     In front of him was an old metal barrier, buckled in places, dusted with snow that was being powdered into the air by a breeze. Beyond that, just the grey sky. He got out of the car, his parka over his jogging clothes, his running shoes crunching the snow. He took a few steps, right up to the barrier.


     This was it, whatever his father was talking about.


     The barrier fenced off a massive depression in the landscape. It was a square hole, maybe half a kilometre across and three storeys deep. Its sides were roughly vertical, a series of terraced steps heaped with snow, the wall at the far end strung with the wreckage of some huge machine: a steel frame from which a conveyor belt flapped loose like a flayed pelt.


     Fletcher zipped up his parka. His father had spoken to him for the first time in eighteen years, brought him here – why? To kill someone? To see an abandoned quarry – an empty hole in the ground?


     The only way down was over the barrier and to the left, along the lip of the pit. In a few metres, there was a ramp of stones and rubble packed together, a long steep slope that a car might just manage, leading down to the floor. The surface down there was a jumble of smaller pits, some solid with ice, others choked with frozen grass and weeds. In places, bits of old equipment lay scattered around – pipes, barrels, oil drums. Down near the foot of the wall below where he was standing, a series of thin steel girders stuck up from the snow, their tips casting jagged shadows.


     Something else.


     Fletcher leaned over the barrier to see.


     Around the girders, the snow had drifted into curves, luminous in the overcast light. At one point, the snow was darker, the tallest girder obscured by a shape. Fletcher felt his heart thump. He leaned over the railing to see more clearly. Then he was running back along the edge of the pit, onto the ramp, going down it as fast as he could manage across the jumbled stones, slipping at the end as the slope met the floor of the quarry. He regained his balance and stood still, the walls rising around him, cutting out any sound from the landscape above, the sky overhead reduced to a metallic oblong. To his right, just under the wall itself, the row of girders stood in their drape of snow.


     The shape he’d seen on one of them was a human body, impaled on the metal itself, the jagged end having gone right through him, sticking up a metre into the air and holding the torso just above the ground. Fletcher took the scene in, through the vapour of his own breath. The person was utterly still, wearing a long brown coat dusted with snow, dark trousers, men’s city shoes; but, although the body was positioned face up, the face itself was hidden, the head angled back behind the shoulders. Around the body, the snow was completely unmarked. Fletcher looked up to the edge of the pit, the railing just visible twenty metres above. A straight fall, over the barrier, down onto the spike.


     ‘We have to kill him, Tom.’


     Is this him? He’s already dead.


     What did my father have to do with this?


     He took out his phone. Then he put it back in his pocket.


     Did my father see this happen? Was he involved?


     Fletcher took a few steps towards the body, aware that his boots were sinking into the snow, marking the scene. But anyone finding a body like this would approach it, surely? To see if there was anything to be done.


     Fletcher kept to one side, where the snow was thinner, circling the body from a few metres away. A freezing wind was blowing down over the walls, whipping his breath away, raising snow from the drifts, flapping the dead man’s overcoat. Fletcher saw the face.


     A white man, in his late fifties. A big face, wide jaw, grey hair in a military-type crew cut. The eyes were open, fixed up at the edge of the pit, the mouth open too. No movement, no breath visible at all.


     Fletcher stepped across the snow, up to the body. The girder had pierced his lower torso, its steel tip jutting up with a shred of dark clothing stuck to it, the coat around the stomach dark with blood, the snow underneath darkened into mauve crystals.


     He guessed the man had been dead for a few hours, the limbs still rigid-looking, although the extreme cold and the dusting of snow over everything made it difficult to say.


     Who is this man?


     Looking at the body, Fletcher realised how big he was – at least two metres tall, big across the shoulders too, and a massive neck stretching out of the coat collar. Wealthy-looking as well, Fletcher decided: the coat was some kind of cashmere; a powerful right hand stretching out of the sleeve had a gold Rolex on the wrist. Fletcher crouched down to look at the time it showed: 8.27. Still working. A mature, left-handed, affluent man, built like a boxer, who looked as if he’d appeared from nowhere, just fell out of the sky in the middle of nowhere, in the middle of the night. Straight onto a girder.


     Fell, that’s right.


     Who is this man? What was he doing here?


     Fletcher knew it was time to call the police. But instead of his phone, he took out a biro and lifted the edge of the coat. The blank eyes looked past him. Under the cashmere, a shirt collar around the huge neck, the tie jerked out of line – by the impact, Fletcher guessed. Or by a struggle? Then a navy-coloured suit jacket. Fletcher reached in carefully with the pen. A left-handed man uses his right inside pocket. The almost horizontal position of the body let him slide out what was in there. A wide, thin wallet, flashy alligator skin that opened smoothly. Bank notes visible, gold Amex on one side. On the other, a plastic window with ID visible. Some kind of corporate ID, like a door pass. A photo of the big face, an aggressive grin. A name, Nathan Slade.


     Never heard of Nathan Slade.


     Looking closer, the name of the company whose doors Nathan Slade used to open.


     Jesus.


     The Bellman Foundation.


     Everyone in Cambridge knew of the Bellman Foundation. A huge American corporation with its European HQ near the Cambridge Science Park. Bellman meant aerospace, military research, armaments.


     Fletcher slid the wallet back.


     Now he took out his phone and reported finding a dead body, gave the location, gave his name. The operator said,


     ‘Can I call you Tom?’


     ‘Yes, OK, call me Tom.’ He told her he’d been jogging out here and just noticed it by chance. Told her it scared the hell out of him, and that was true. Told her everything except that call from his father, the fact his father wanted to kill the guy. He kept that to himself. And the fact he’d seen the dead man’s ID.


     ‘Where are you now, Tom?’


     ‘I’m standing right next to him.’


     ‘Have you touched anything?’


     ‘I just looked to see if he was alive.’


     ‘They’re on their way. Just stay calm.’


     Fletcher ended the call. He stood for a second, looking down at the man his father told him to find. A smart, left-handed dead man who liked Rolex, Amex, alligator skin. A dead man who worked for an American weapons corporation and fell out of nowhere onto a spike.


     He turned to go, then turned back. A left-handed man. His right hand is empty. So what’s he got in his left hand?


     He crouched down again. Nathan Slade’s left hand was curled tight, touching the snow that had partly covered the huge fingers. The wind was rising now, moving the snow around, covering the fingers even more. Fletcher looked closer. Something was there, no mistaking it. Not obvious, but definitely there. Something fluttering in the wind, snaking out across the snow, shining in the dull light.


     Fletcher stood up and walked carefully away.


     A rich man with a crew cut falls out of the sky, lands on a spike. On his right hand, his watch keeps ticking. And clutched in his left hand, a big fistful of hair.


     Not his own hair.


     A handful of long, blonde hair.


     Close to him, there was a panting sound. He looked round: a chubby Labrador, big leather collar plus name tag, pink watery eyes looking at him for a game. Fletcher looked at the body, back at the dog. From overhead, a woman’s voice calling.


     ‘Tilly. Tilly, girl.’


     Fletcher said, ‘Tilly, go away.’


     The dog eyed the body on its spike.


     ‘Go away.’


     ‘Tilly? Where are you?’


     ‘Your dog is down here.’


     Up on the barrier, a head leaned over, looked at the situation, recoiled, came back gingerly.


     ‘Tilly, girl. Come back.’


     Fletcher watched the animal lumber away up the ramp, the wind flattening its ears. He wondered how long the police would take to get here. Miles outside the city – but still, a dead body. Three, maybe four minutes. One minute was gone already.


     Another half a minute went by in getting up the slope, meeting Tilly’s owner. A woman in her forties, holding Tilly by the collar now, peering down at the body.


     ‘Is that what I think it is?’


     ‘It’s a dead body. A man who must have fallen off the edge here. I was just jogging past—’


     ‘Are the police coming?’


     ‘I’ve phoned them.’ From the south, the rattle of a helicopter. ‘That’ll be them now.’


     The rattle faded, though. Fletcher listened to the dog’s panting, watching the snow in front of the barrier. If you brushed the top few inches away, would there be footprints underneath? Whose footprints – those of Nathan Slade, for sure, but who else? The owner of that long blonde hair? Assuming it was a woman, where was she now?


     And why is my father involved in this?


     Why ask me to come here, to kill someone who’s already dead?


     Did he ask me to come here?


     ‘He went to a place. It’s near an old quarry or something.’


     What’s near here? We’re in the middle of nowhere.


     From the direction of the main road, a police siren began wailing, the sound distorted by the wind. The Labrador woman said, ‘Thank God.’


     He looked around. Empty, snow-covered land on three sides. The brand-new tarmac road running along the edge of the quarry. He followed with his eyes out into the fields beyond. Something was there. A small building: a newly built, single-storey structure of dark wood and even darker glass reflecting back the sky. The road had clearly been built to serve it, but it had no obvious purpose in the farmland. It looked completely out of place there – as out of place as a dead executive with a handful of blonde hair.


     The siren noise came closer – sounding like two cars now.


     Fletcher said, ‘Please wait here for the police.’


     ‘Where are you going?’


     ‘Tell them I’ll be straight back.’


     He jumped into his car and drove past the woman, her surprised face against the sky.


     From a distance, the building looked impressive: low, but with a modern boxiness suited to its construction materials. Was it an office of the Bellman Foundation? Why here, of all places? For confidentiality? Approaching it along the tarmac, though, he realised it was deceptive: the elegant wood and glass surfaces were confined to the front façade, and the sides were simple blockwork painted black. It was an odd mix, as if the building was meant to be seen just from the front.


     From the front, or at night.


     A place near a quarry – this had to be it.


     He pulled up in a large, deserted forecourt with posts at each corner mounting floodlamps and CCTV cameras. Good security – for what?


     Fletcher got out and walked up to the glass façade. It was divided centrally by a tinted panel containing a pair of doors that reflected the moon on the horizon. The doors were locked, and an intercom at shoulder height gave no answer when Fletcher pushed the button. He waited half a minute. Cupping a hand over his eyes against the glass, he made out a reception area, with a central desk unstaffed. Above it was a neon sign, unlit but just visible, forming a single word that was hard to decipher in the gloom. It didn’t look much like an office. In fact, it looked like some kind of club.


     From behind him, he heard the helicopter again, and the car sirens, overlaying each other. He walked around the side of the building, through fresh snow. At the back, he found a service yard, double rear doors to the building open, in the doorway a bulky young man in jeans wringing out a mop, forcing it over a grated drain, steam swirling around him. The youngster glanced up at him, then back at his mop.


     Fletcher said, ‘Hi.’


     ‘Alright.’


     ‘I never noticed this place before.’


     ‘It’s new.’


     ‘You do the cleaning?’


     ‘I’ve got a mop. What are you, a fucking detective?’ From the quarry, the sirens stopped abruptly. ‘What’s going on over there?’


     ‘I don’t know. It’s a club, is it?’


     The man grinned. He went to close the door, going back in.


     ‘Hold on.’ Fletcher reached in his pocket, took out a fifty-pound note. First thing he learned as a private investigator: always carry five hundred in cash – minimum. Even if you’re jogging. The man eyed the note.


     ‘What you wanting?’


     ‘Tell me about the club.’


     ‘It’s called Hunters. What you might call a hostess club. Men come here to sit with girls, buy them drinks. No funny stuff, just that.’


     ‘What kind of men?’


     ‘Rich men, price of the drinks.’ Blue eyes on the note. ‘Why are the police here?’


     ‘I think something happened last night.’


     ‘Nothing happened last night.’


     ‘You were here?’


     ‘I’m on the door. Security.’ Flexing his big hands on the mop.


     Fletcher gave him the fifty. ‘Did a man come in, late fifties, big guy with a crew cut?’


     ‘Him?’ The man smiled. ‘You know him?’


     ‘An old friend of mine.’


     ‘Yeah? He paid to get in, only stayed five minutes.’


     ‘So why did he leave?’


     The man shrugged. ‘Your mate had an argument with one of the girls. Started shouting at her.’


     ‘Now that’s typical. No self-control. Shouting what?’


     ‘Something about witches.’


     ‘Witches?’


     ‘Yeah. Scared the girl. We told him to leave.’ The helicopter noise came closer, the man trying to see it now, over the building. ‘What’s going on?’


     ‘Who was the girl?’


     ‘She an old friend of yours too?’


     ‘Did she have blonde hair?’


     The boy laughed, stepping back inside, closing one door. ‘They’ve all got blonde hair, mate.’


 


Fletcher drove back to the quarry. Two police cars were there, parked in a field, and a Land Rover was just pulling up, the spinning blue lights brilliant under the metallic sky. The Labrador woman was explaining something to a uniformed copper. She turned and pointed at Fletcher as he drove up.


     Fletcher waited in his car, running the engine to keep warm.


     The first time for eighteen years. Then he says we’ve got to kill someone. And the guy’s already dead.


     In twenty minutes, the plain-clothes police turned up. It was someone he remembered from his own time in the Cambridge police: DI Franks. Chubby face, red eyes, a big greatcoat tied with a belt. Franks listened to Fletcher’s account, scowling at Fletcher’s running clothes.


     ‘Jogging? You often come out here?’


     ‘Sometimes,’ he lied. ‘I noticed this body. I thought, what’s going on? I went over to the building there, asked them what they knew. I think the dead man was there last night. You better get over there, get the CCTV from the car park.’


     ‘You telling me what to do? I’m still in the police, you’re not.’


     Franks took some more specifics. Fletcher gave it all – all except the call from his father.


     Franks watched him for five seconds. The eyes of the modern police, watery and calculating. Franks said, ‘You still living in, where is it, Green Street? I know where to find you, then.’ He put a hand on the car door, turned back. ‘So tell me, what’s it like now?’


     ‘What?’


     ‘Your life now. When you’re talking to someone, with no warrant card in your pocket. It must hurt.’


     ‘It’s a different set of skills.’


     Franks sniffed, then laughed, looked around. ‘Hey, what happened to global warming? This is the frigging ice age.’


     ‘Apparently there’s a relationship.


     ‘Yeah?’ Franks opened the door and clambered up. ‘That’s the thing with relationships. Sometimes they’re globally warm. Sometimes you get frozen out.’


 


Granny never saw him, of course, but her granny told it to her from her own ma, and the story was years old before that, but it all happened this way, just the way I tell it to you.


     Nobody knows where he come from or what authority he had. But all the towns and villages in Norfolk were afraid of him. They say in the south he hanged four women at Thetford and then three in Norwich on his way to the sea. In the villages he drowned five more. Then he came to us.


     Back then, there was a pasture next to the village, and his men put up a tent there, as big as one of our houses. Inside the tent it was dark and hot. He sat at the back in a big wood chair. Sun came in through a slit behind him. Noise of his horse in the pasture outside, and his men drinking from kegs. He sat reading a list of the women’s names. There were five women in the village back then. He used a feather pen, scratched two of them off. Against the others, Granny said he put his mark: two big lines crossing.


     ‘Bring me now this first one.’


     The first one they brought in the tent was named Gussy Salter. She had a man each side of her; she was shaking. She were deaf in one ear, so she turned her head to listen to him. He said,


     ‘Who am I, Gussy?’


     ‘You are the man that hanged the women in the south.’


     ‘Look at me.’


     ‘Then I can’t hear you.’


     ‘Look at me.’ She looked. ‘I am the witchfinder general, placed on this earth for the purpose of uncovering Satan’s works. This place here –’ and he looked around the tent – ‘I have heard this place is full of such works, Gussy Salter. Tell me what happens here at night.’


     ‘I can’t hear you. I can’t hardly see you.’


     He came off his chair and went round by her ear. He was wearing a fine linen shirt and trousers, polished boots. Very pale, a long thin neck, hair combed apart in the middle. He said,


     ‘I think you must be put to the test.’


     She made a little crying sound.


     ‘I think you are a witch, Gussy.’


     ‘I am not. God and his angels help me.’


     ‘Indeed.’


     That’s the way Granny told the story.


 


Fletcher stood behind the tape, watching the activity. The cold wind flattened the parka against his chest. He could see what had happened here – anyone could. Big guy works for Bellman, puts on his suit and goes to the new hostess club. Has a row with one of the women, says something about witches – whatever that means. He scares her, gets thrown out. He waits outside for her, there’s some kind of struggle here by the barrier, he grabs her hair, falls or is pushed over the edge. The girl’s out there somewhere, presumably, in a panic, or hoping nobody connects her.


     A sad little affair.


     But why would his father, Jack Fletcher, know about it?


     Why would Jack Fletcher want to kill this man?


     On the far wall of the quarry, that wrecked conveyor machine had its belt swinging loose in the wind: a long creak, then an impact against the steel frame, then a long echo. Creak, hit and echo: a few seconds between each one. On the fifth impact, Fletcher decided to do what he hadn’t done for eighteen years.


 


He took a route on major roads: freshly gritted, with the snow ploughed away to show the black surface glinting in the haze. The smaller roads on either side, though, were still choked with the overnight fall, and in some cases abandoned vehicles stood at angles. He stopped once, to rub the ice off the screen washers. The morning was beginning to lose its brightness, with a grey spreading from the north that meant more snow in the afternoon.


     He put the headlights on and joined the M11 motorway for a stretch, the road reduced to two lanes feeding slowly forward under the darkening sky between earth embankments. It felt like the kind of road that would take Tom Fletcher back to the last time he met his father, in that bedsit off Union Road. The man tapping his ash in the sink.


     You’re saying you’ll never come to see me again?


     Not after what you’ve done.


     I never touched her, Tom. You have to believe me.


     I don’t believe you, Dad.


     Someone’s radio coming through the wall.


     I never touched her.


     Then what happened to her?


     Street noise. I can’t tell you.


     Goodbye, Dad.










Monday Midday


And this was where his father was now. Wilbur Court – a redbrick two-storey building, tucked away inside a conifer plantation near Madingley. It offered sheltered accommodation, geographically and socially, for older men who couldn’t cope in the dynamic, multitasking environment outside. Today, the conifers were luminous with snow in the midday gloom, and the car park was scattered with puddle ice smashed into chunks. The windows were snugly lit, though, behind red curtains, and the reception hall was well heated. It was staffed by a nurse who folded away a Polish newspaper and looked up at him with green eyes. He didn’t know her, but he looked at her paper, then back at her and said,


     ‘Dzień dobry.’


     One useful skill in the investigation business was a crude grasp of east European languages. The people with information – the nurses, the security guards, the waiting staff – responded when he made the effort.


     She said, ‘Dzień dobry. Czy mogeô panu w czymś pomóc?’


     ‘You lost me after “hello”.’


     ‘Want to see someone?’


     ‘My father, Jack Fletcher.’


     ‘Jack? He’s not here. He went away this morning, early.’


     ‘What time?’


     ‘Around seven. I just started my shift.’


     ‘Did he say where he was going?’


     ‘No. He doesn’t say much, your father.’


     ‘How did he leave?’


     ‘He walked out. He had a bag, like a little backpack.’ She frowned. ‘I haven’t seen you here before.’


     ‘I don’t visit.’


     ‘I mean, I’ve been here two years—’


     ‘I’ve never visited. We don’t speak to each other.’


     She looked back at him calmly. She was Polish: generations of men coming in from the snow, saying weird things, had evolved her for this moment. She just said, ‘Now it’s snowing again.’


     Outside, beyond the steamy window glass, more big flakes were drifting past the conifers. Fletcher said,


     ‘I’d like to see his room.’ She watched the snow, chin in her hand. He said, ‘Proszeô. Please.’


     She smiled. ‘You got some ID?’


 


At the end of the first-floor passageway, she unlocked a door, swung it open and stood back. Fletcher didn’t know what to expect. Would it be like the bedsit off Union Street? Vodka in the sink?


     The door bounced back slightly.


     It was a warm, gentle, older guy’s space. Smell of furniture spray and soap. A radiator clicking, and grey light coming through the window. The furniture was just an institutional table, wardrobe, armchair and bed; but the table had a cloth and the bed was properly made under a tartan blanket. The floor had a rug placed over carpet tiles. One wall had a shelf lined with paperbacks. No computer, no phone.


     ‘What happens to his post?’


     She said, ‘It would be on his table. If he had any.’


     Fletcher opened the small wardrobe. A few heavy cotton shirts, some army surplus trousers, some socks and pants. Plus a blue scarf he remembered his mother giving his father one Christmas. There was nothing else in Jack Fletcher’s room. No calendar, no filing system or notebooks. No pictures or photographs. Nothing that referred to a hostess club or a blonde girl or a dead man in a quarry.


     He turned to the nurse. ‘Did anything unusual happen here last night?’


     ‘Not that I know. But I only come in at seven, like I said.’


     ‘Who’s here overnight?’


     ‘No staff. The men have a helpline they can phone if they need.’ She tapped her fingers on the door. ‘I got to go back down. Key’s in the lock.’


     ‘Jasne.’


     He heard her walk away to the stairwell. He looked around the room again, couldn’t see any reason for staying. He went out into the corridor and locked the door. The wood veneer was dented and the keyhole was scuffed. He knocked on the neighbouring door: same dents and scuffs, but no answer. Turning, he saw the door opposite was ajar, a light on inside. He knocked on that.


     ‘Come in, boy.’


     Fletcher pushed the door open.


     The same carpet tiles, shelving, furniture – but a different smell: cigarettes, sweat, old shoes. A man in an armchair by the open window, the curtains blowing in, cold air; the snow coming down behind him was the colour of his face in the light of a table lamp. He had a bottle of supermarket beer open beside him, and a stub smouldering in an ashtray. He said,


     ‘So you’re the boy. You’re the Tom.’


     He was a heavy man in his late sixties, older than Jack Fletcher would be. His stomach was pushing against a pale vest, his bare forearms lined with tattoos blackened by age. The man took the fag from the ashtray and held it while he scratched his head with his thumb: stubble around a bald crown. He took a drag and replaced the cigarette.


     ‘Doctor says I got to stop smoking.’


     ‘I think the draught in here might get you first.’


     The man smiled, scratching a tattoo. ‘I’m John Rossi, friend of your dad.’ His skin had red marks, fingernail-sized. His dark eyes moved over Fletcher’s chest, his shoulders, then back to Fletcher’s eyes. ‘Yeah, Jack said you liked to keep fit.’


     That amazed Fletcher – that his father knew something about him.


     ‘You know my dad well?’


     ‘As well as anyone. Sorry you can’t sit down. Only got one chair.’


     ‘It’s OK. Know where my dad is now?’


     ‘No. What did the ice maiden tell you? I heard you talk her language.’ He winked.


     ‘She said he went away at seven.’


     ‘He vent avay at seven!’ John Rossi mimicked. He scratched his chest, then grinned suddenly, nodding at the floor. ‘Hey, right under here is the room she gets changed, into her little uniform. These floor panels are really loose. Could lift one out, make a little peephole. Could do it easy.’


     ‘About my dad—’


     ‘Your dad’s a quiet guy. He thinks a lot. Finds it hard to speak, express himself. When he talks, it doesn’t come out quite right. Not in order.’


     ‘Is he in some kind of trouble?’


     John Rossi took a long drag, shook his head.


     ‘Did something unusual happen last night?’


     ‘Last night? Yeah, you could say unusual. Your dad had a visitor.’


     ‘Who was it?’


     ‘I didn’t see him. Heard him, though.’


     ‘Tell me, John. I’m worried about my dad.’


     ‘Yeah? How come you never visited before?’


     ‘We don’t keep in touch.’


     ‘You fall out?’


     ‘Yes, we fell out.’


     ‘You angry at him?


     ‘I used to be angry at him.’ Fletcher felt the ease of talking to elderly people, the feeling they’ll forget it later. Deceptive, he knew. ‘Tell me about this visitor.’


     John Rossi scratched his forearms, studying the tattoos. ‘I got these in Gibraltar, nineteen sixty. When they were fresh, they were lovely.’ He looked up again. ‘What about your mother?’


     ‘I’m not in touch with her, either.’


     Rossi frowned. ‘What happened?’


     ‘You’re prying, John.’


     ‘Sometimes you got to talk about it.’


     Fletcher could hear the old bedsit again, the traffic and the noise through the wall.


     I never touched her, Tom.


     Then what happened to her?


     ‘The family broke up when I was fifteen. My mother left. My dad had his problems; in the end he came to live here. I haven’t seen my mother since she left. I don’t know where she is today.’


     ‘Why’d she leave?’


     ‘I don’t know, John.’


     ‘That’s tough, boy. I was you, I’d miss her.’


     ‘Yes, John. I miss her.’


     ‘You ever tried to find her?’


     ‘No. But I think she’ll come back.’


     ‘I hope she does, boy. Everyone needs a family. People to trust.’ Rossi turned to watch the snowflakes. ‘I didn’t see the visitor. I heard someone coming down the corridor, about eleven. Sounded like a big, heavy man. Banged on your dad’s door, went inside. Couldn’t hear what they were saying.’


     ‘You sure, John?’


     ‘Couldn’t hear through the door, across the corridor.’


     ‘But you tried?’


     ‘Couldn’t hear. But who are the witches?’


     ‘The witches?’


     John scratched his neck. Even his throat was criss-crossed with red marks. ‘When the big man came out again, last thing he said, closing the door. He said, She knows about the witches. I’m going to warn her.’


     ‘What does that mean?’


     ‘That’s what he said, then he walked out.’ John shrugged. ‘But look, don’t worry about your dad. He can take care of himself.’


     ‘How do you know that?’


     John turned and looked at the snow outside. ‘There’s three foot of snow north and west of here. It’ll start melting soon, and there’ll be rain, too. Heavy rain, I can feel it on my skin. We’ll be flooded.’


     ‘You’ll be OK up here.’


     ‘But I might have holes in my floor.’


     He turned back to Fletcher, angling his head.


     Fletcher asked, ‘Did my father tell you anything before he left?’


     ‘No.’


     ‘But there’s something, John, isn’t there?’


     John Rossi watched Fletcher through the smoke. Then he nodded at the shelf on the other wall. Fletcher turned to see. There were some paperbacks, a guide to living with eczema, a TV magazine. At the end was a thin spine – too thin for a book. Fletcher looked round at John, and John was looking at the snow again.


     Fletcher reached out and picked up the item at the end of the shelf. It was a simple card folder, slightly dog-eared. He opened it.


     Inside was a photograph. It showed a woman in her thirties, wearing a denim dress, bare arms. She was kneeling on an area of grass, against a blue sky, her longish brown hair blowing out a little in the wind, smiling into the camera, eyes narrowed a little in the glare. In front of her, a small boy, not much older than a toddler, squinting too, eyes narrowed under untidy brown hair, his hands clenched, ready to start running, fixing his eyes on a hard pathway on the edge of the picture.


     Fletcher was conscious of John Rossi turning back from the window.


     ‘That you in the photo?’


     Fletcher nodded.


     ‘Must be your dad’s favourite picture. You and your mother, right?’


     ‘Yes.’


     In fact, Fletcher remembered something about the moment it was taken – among his earliest memories. It must have been in one of the Cambridge parks – Midsummer Common, probably, or Jesus Green – because he remembered endless grass, blue sky. His mother saying, Run, Tom. Running as fast as he could along the hard grey path, everything blurred by speed.


     ‘My dad gave you this?’


     ‘He said to make sure you get it.’ There was a silence. ‘You going now, Tom?’


     ‘Yes, John. Thanks for looking after this.’


     Rossi nodded: no words needed. He glanced at the floor.


 


Granny say Gussy Salter lasted till dusk. They brought in a wood table and put it in the centre. They made her squat on it, where the sun came in and shone on her. Two men standing at the tent door. He sat in the chair and watched her. In a while, she began to cry, but he wouldn’t let her down off the table. She put one hand down to hold herself up, and he make a note of that in a ledger. The sun moved across the wall. He went out to piss, and when he came back, she’s pissed herself too, on the table. He inspected it and made a note of that. At three o’clock she began talking to herself, and he wrote down what she said. The sun went behind a cloud. There was a buzzing in the tent. A fly was moving around. Gussy let out a groan, because she knew what it meant.


     The witchfinder looked around, looking for the fly. He laughed, Granny said. He called a man in to witness, and the man mumbled out the words. The fly had sat itself on Gussy Salter’s hand. When she brushed it away, it came back on her sleeve. He lashed it with his whip and she tumble off the table on to the grass floor and lay still. He stood over her.


     ‘Proof. You called your witch’s familiar to you, Gussy. Your messenger to Satan, which I see is in the form of a fly, as they often are. I have seen many such – also bees, wasps, dragonflies I have seen. What name do you give it?’ She didn’t answer, just lay still on the grass. ‘Then I will write a confession that you will sign with your mark.’ He snapped his fingers at the man. ‘Clean the table, damn you.’


     That’s how Granny say it happened.


 


In the corridor, Fletcher zipped the photo inside his parka. The card folder was slightly too big for the pocket, and he could feel it curving against his rib, pressing in.


     He went back over John Rossi’s comments. So that’s how his father was involved. Nathan Slade came here, banged on this door. Then he went to the club – not for a random confrontation, but to warn a particular hostess about – what exactly? Witches? Then he ended up on a spike.


     What’s going on?


     He unlocked his father’s door again, flicked on the light. John Rossi had said little, but he’d said enough. He’d referred to ‘holes in the floor’ twice.


     Fletcher lifted the rug. He knelt down and looked at the grey-blue carpet tiles. They were old and worn. One of them, by the wardrobe, was curled up in one corner where it butted against the skirting. He went over and lifted it: it came up smoothly. Underneath, he could see John Rossi was right: the floor was made of chipboard panels easily unscrewed. Someone had already removed the screws from this one, and sawed off a corner for quick access. He curled his hand under it and pulled it up. There was a void below: a narrow space between two joists. A scent hit him. He closed his eyes.


     It was a metallic oil, suggesting fine machinery. In his mind, it was always associated with an old typewriter his mother had owned, which she kept in the little upstairs room she used as a study. Later, when he joined the police, he learned that a similar oil was used to clean and lubricate handguns. He sat on his haunches, breathing it in, looking at what was down there in the floor space.


     Lying on a folded towel was an old British army revolver. The thing was surely fifty, sixty years old, maybe Second World War vintage, its metal scuffed and battered, the scratches lined with grime. Fletcher used a tissue to pick it up, felt its weight, saw the chambers were empty, laid it back down.


     Where would Jack Fletcher have obtained such a thing – and, anyway, why would he feel the need? What exactly was he afraid of?


     Fletcher put the floor panel back.


     He locked the door. Opposite, John Rossi had left his own door open to show that he was no longer in his room.


     Downstairs, Fletcher returned the key to the nurse. She stopped typing, took a long look at him. She said,


     ‘You OK?’


     ‘Yes. Have you ever seen anyone come to visit my father?’


     She frowned, flexing her shoulders. ‘I don’t think so.’


     ‘Look, if my father phones, if he comes back, will you tell me?’


     She nodded, putting his card under her keyboard. ‘You were a while up there. You meet Rossi?’


     ‘Mm. You realise he takes a personal interest in you?’


     She smiled. She opened a drawer, took out a massive steel knitting needle, the tip filed to a sharp point. She looked at the ceiling. ‘I know what he’s thinking. He knows what I’m thinking. Which is, he ever tries it, I’ll take his eyes out.’ She put the needle away. ‘That’s what I like about this country. Everything under control.’


     Outside, the conifers were contoured with snow against the blue-grey sky – but in places the angles of the branches were cutting through.


 


Fletcher had an important meeting booked for that day. Two people from the security department of the university, looking to appoint a security man. Someone to help guard the dons against the many threats of the modern world. Fletcher just made it back in time, ripped off his running clothes, put on a suit. In the large hallway of his apartment – a space bigger than any of the internal rooms, which he used as the office for Green Street Investigations – he turned the heating up, straightened the client sofa and focused his projector on the white-painted wall. The visitors, when they arrived a few minutes later, listened carefully. One of them, a wide-faced man with cropped grey hair, said almost nothing. The other, a woman around forty with academic clothes but sharp eyes, asked a few questions. Fletcher noticed her eyes moving around the office, over the scuffed arms of the sofa, the map of the world on one wall, the large-detail map of Cambridgeshire on the other.


     She said, ‘We wanted to visit you in your office, to get a feel for things. The way you do things.’


     ‘As you see, this is it.’


     She nodded. ‘Some people pitching for this contract have big offices. They have assistants and so on.’


     He smiled. She smiled back.


     The man said, ‘It’s true, we’ve seen people with bigger offices. But we do want someone who is, how can I say this? From here. Who knows about Cambridge, the way we –’ he spread his hands – ‘do things here. I think you tick the boxes there. Good. It’s also important for this person to interface constructively with the local police. Hence your background is interesting. You didn’t really tell us about that – I’m assuming you still have contacts there?’


     Fletcher spread his hands too. For the time being, he left it at that.


     He didn’t say, I was a star, a high-flying detective inspector. I thought the police were my family. Then two years ago, over a blistering summer, I discovered some of their family secrets – things going back for years. I paid the price for that. Now the police are wary of me, and I’ll never trust them again.


     At the door, the woman said, ‘We’d like you to come and see us, have a longer discussion. This week, it could be Wednesday or Thursday.’


     ‘I’m sure one of those will be fine.’


     He saw them down the stairwell, out of the street door. Cold air blasting in from Green Street when it opened. They all shook hands, and he watched them walk away through the frozen snow.


     He thought, I really need that business.


     His stomach growled – he hadn’t eaten all day, and just across the street he could see the delicatessen’s windows misted in an after-lunchtime fug. He went over and bought hot tomato soup in a Styrofoam cup, sipped it watching the TV on the counter showing the regional news. Big views of stranded cars, swollen rivers. Then, bang, a shot of the hostess club – wood and glass against the snowy fields.


     He reached over and turned the sound up.


     Following the discovery of a man’s body in a gravel pit, Cambridge police say they are anxious to speak to a twenty-year-old woman named Daisy Seager.


     A shot of a young woman: strong, pretty face. Hard, dark eyes – green, maybe. Long blonde hair.


     So that’s her, the hostess. Poor kid.


     Fletcher watched her through the steam of his soup, felt the stuff warming his stomach.


     Daisy Seager is an undergraduate at Felwell College.


     Fletcher put his soup down. Had he heard that right? Felwell College? The place had a global reputation. It was the only Cambridge college with a laboratory attached to it. It was where the atom was first split in the 1930s.


     The presenter was saying that Daisy Seager drove a white Golf – and they gave the registration. Even weirder, Fletcher thought, scribbling it on a paper napkin. Cambridge colleges discourage their undergraduates from having jobs and cars. This girl had both. He looked up.


     The police had clearly moved fast. The TV was showing frames from the Hunters CCTV camera. It was a grainy, bluish view of the car park: a corner label reading 00.06.05 a.m. Midnight. The witching hour.


     The first frame showed what a slow night it had been for the club: the parking bays less than a quarter full, the cars with their windscreens already opaque with frost, no people visible at all. Then the second frame: a white Golf appearing from one corner, driving right to left across the picture. The side view showed that the ice had been mostly scraped away from the passenger’s window, and through the glass someone was clearly visible: a hefty older man in a coat, bunched up in the passenger seat.


     The reporter’s voice said, ‘Police believe the dead man – who has not yet been named – left the club in Miss Seager’s car.’


     Then the car turned towards the camera. The next three frames went quickly, and not much was visible anyway – only the Golf’s windscreen, which had been hurriedly cleared of frost; just two long diagonal scrapes connected with a third at eye level, barely enough to see through. Then the car turned onto the tarmac road, and the last shot was of the driver’s side – again, the glass more fully cleared, showing a young woman with blonde hair leaning forward to peer through the scrapes she’d made.


     00.06.11 a.m.


     Six seconds in total. The white Golf must have rolled onto the tarmac road, crunching through the snow, driving the half-minute to the point near the edge of the quarry.


     So that’s what happened. They left together. One of them – or both of them – even took time to clear the windows.


     Finally, a soundbite from DI Franks. He was standing against a brick wall that Fletcher remembered from a briefing room in Parkside police station.


     Franks said, ‘We need to speak to Daisy urgently as part of our enquiry.’ The red eyes blinked. ‘This is in her own interests as much as anything else.’ The image vanished, then travel news: road closures, train cancellations, snowploughs clearing airport runways.


     Fletcher turned the sound back down. He was alone in the shop, the staff washing up in the kitchen, just a few people passing in the street beyond the steam on the windows.


     Nathan Slade said he was going to warn her. About what? Witches?


     After they threw him out, did he wait outside for Daisy, did she agree to let him in her car, talk it over? Talk what over? And in the Golf – did their tempers snap again? Did she tell him to get out of the car, did he grab her hair, stumble back against the barrier, fall right over? Did he fall accidentally, his hands tightening on the last thing he touched, until that girder caught him through the belly?


     That’s what the police were asking themselves.


     Fletcher was asking himself something else. What exactly were they talking about in that car? He walked back across Green Street, back up to his office.


 


Some people leave long traces on the Internet, a wake of references. Daisy Seager evidently wasn’t one of those people. She was on the news sites, of course: Police seek student hostess. Her face, plus stills of the Golf leaving the car park. There was an address for her now – a street in Newnham, a tidy suburb of Cambridge close to Felwell College. And a picture of Felwell itself: the huge 1970s laboratory building rising behind the façade of the original Edwardian college. Daisy’s story was getting a lot of coverage – less than the weather, of course, but still, it had momentum. Fletcher thought: wait till the dead man’s name comes out – and his place of work. Arms man in student hostess death plunge: he could already picture it. But, apart from the news of her apparent disappearance, Daisy Seager had left few traces.


     Someone with her name was reviewed acting in an end-of-term play two years previously, then achieving a record high score in A levels at a county high school, receiving an award as Young Physicist of the Year. The Felwell College site identified her only as president of the salsa dance society. Daisy looked like the perfect undergraduate: working hard, playing hard. So why the hostess job? Was it the cost of student life? Did her need for extra income take her to the club, even on freezing nights?


     Nathan Slade had little to show, either. The Bellman Foundation website was a glossy summary of projects ranging from satellites and combat aircraft to radar and ground-based weapons systems. Annual turnover twenty-eight billion US dollars. Share price ninety-five US dollars. It named Nathan as Head of Bellman Corporate Affairs, Europe, based at the Cambridge office.


     Fletcher thought back to the Rolex, the gold Amex. That seemed like a head of corporate affairs – maybe the kind of man who would want to spend a cold Sunday night in a high-class hostess club. But what took him to Wilbur Court first, for a talk with Jack Fletcher? What the hell were they talking about?


     ‘We have to kill him, Tom.’


     Nathan Slade came up on the Internet just once more. His name appeared on a website run by retired personnel from the Royal Air Force – a site promoting reunions and sharing news of past comrades. The highlighted entry was asking for news of a USAF officer stationed in Britain in the 1970s on the USAF airbase at Alconhurst near Cambridge. The officer was remembered by everyone as being especially sociable with his British counterparts. Pilot Officer Nathan Slade.


     ‘What a guy. Literally larger than life. Anyone know where he is now?’


     The same man? The age was right, and there was a Cambridge connection. Maybe Nathan Slade went from the US Air Force into Bellman, ended up being posted back here.


     Fletcher printed out the entries, spread them across his desk. The big American executive, ex-US Air Force, late fifties. The beautiful, salsa-loving Young Physicist of the Year, aged twenty. Something happened between them – something that involved Jack Fletcher, made him pick up a phone for the first time in eighteen years.


     Fletcher looked back at the news on the computer screen. The weather, still dominating these human stories. It looked as if John Rossi’s doomy analysis had been right: the freeze was predicted to last another day. It was set to be followed by a clear burst, then prolonged rain and powerful gales coming in from the east. Satellite images of mainland Europe showed massive swirls of black and grey cloud.


     Sometimes you want to see people mapped out like that: not just what’s in front of you, but everything hidden behind them, all the traces they’re really leaving. That usually means talking to the people who know them. He imagined the Bellman people would be well briefed, tight-lipped by now, waiting for the media calls. He looked at Daisy’s address again. Daisy would have housemates, friends, dancing partners, maybe a boyfriend somewhere. Everybody wondering why she drove off with a man she met in a hostess club.


     Fletcher accessed the electoral roll, checked Daisy’s house number. Thirty minutes’ walk, but he needed a walk. He put his parka back on and headed down to the street.


 


Granny said there was trouble in the night. The big house, which is our house today, was used to hold Gussy Salter and the other two women on the list.


     Granny say the men were shut in the other two houses. Those houses are gone today, of course. No locks back then, but barrels pushed against the doors, and the witchfinder’s men were leaning on them drinking warm ale with poppy seed crumbled in it, the old brew round here. Granny say their eyes got big and dark and their words got slurred together. Our men try to come out and the barrels got pushed over, and the witchfinder’s men got knives, big shiny blades under the moon. It all went bad. Two of our men got killed, the others ran off across the grass.
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