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For those who made it out alive, for those who didn’t, and for those who are still fighting, with love.










Author’s Note


Speak of the Devil is about a group of brilliant women, and all their flaws. It is about the difficulty of finding justice in a society that doesn’t often listen when we tell our stories. It is informed by the world around us – by the experiences of women I know, by the news, by my own life – and therefore is very dark in places. I have included a list of resources for anyone affected by the subject matter at the back of the book. 


 


I wrote this novel because I am always, under the skin, under the polite smile, absolutely furious.










Chapter 1


31st December 1999


Fireworks pop and fizzle in the dark sky above the city, hours before the new millennium, and Maureen watches them for a second before she pushes the window open and closes the curtains. Sarah has already lit the candles, and hands her one as she sits back down.


Eight faces are illuminated, ghastly and sunken-eyed in the flickering light. Seven women sit in a semicircle, their bodies pointing towards a kind of altar in the middle of the room. They all look at him, some of them just glancing now and then, some of them staring, unable to avert their gaze. Only one of them knew he would be here; the others are in varying states of horror at the sight of him. Even the one who brought him is horrified, maybe more so than the rest.


A woman called Ana gets up and kneels in front of him. She hasn’t prayed for years, not since she was fresh from Brazil, but the words slip out of her mouth as if they have been waiting for her, the Portuguese fast and slick, almost inaudible over the noise of the party below. Sarah lights a cigarette with the flame of her candle.


‘I think it’s a bit late for that,’ she says to Ana, but does not get a response. Sarah leans back in her chair and crosses her knees, looks around at the other women, but no one pays her any attention.


Kaysha Jackson – the journalist – lurches out of her seat and into the en-suite, where they all hear a retch and a splatter. She comes back a few minutes later, pale, splashes of vomit down her jumper. Sarah takes her hand, and their fingers lace together, brown skin and white almost indistinguishable in the sepia gloom.


Josie, who is the youngest, and is pregnant, is crying. Her pallid face is blotchy and swollen.


‘Where’s the rest of him?’ she asks, her voice cracking.


‘We don’t know, hin,’ Maureen says, reaching across to lay a hand on Josie’s arm.


‘Someone does,’ Sarah says, flicking her finished cigarette onto the floor and grinding it into the carpet with her boot. She looks at him again, meeting his eyes. It’s been a long time since she saw him, even longer since they were in this room together. He looks different now, and she feels different now. She loved him then.


His hair is longer than it was, and it’s standing on end, as if he’s been dragged by it. She supposes that he might have been. His face looks thinner than it did, and his nose looks flat and broken, and dried blood is smeared over the bottom half of his face. She imagines how it must have burst from his mouth, maybe as he tried to say one last clever thing. He was always clean-shaven when she knew him, but he has a short beard now, thick around his mouth and chin, petering out down his throat and stopping abruptly where his neck does.


The rest of him is missing.


 


The women are in a top-floor suite in a cheap hotel on the outskirts of the city, one of the best rooms once but now just a place to store broken things. Boxes of long-lost property disintegrate under the window and a mattress slumps against a wall.


‘Is anyone going to own up?’ Sarah asks.


No one speaks.


‘We weren’t ready,’ she continues.


‘Ready?’ asks Kaysha. ‘We hadn’t even decided.’


‘I never would have agreed to this,’ Olive spits. She is a white woman in her fifties. She has grey hair, cut close around her neck, which she smooths and tucks behind her ears every few minutes. She crosses herself with her fingertips and closes her eyes for a second.


‘We know, Olive,’ Sarah says. Sarah is in her mid-twenties, unusually pale with a mass of unbrushed black hair. She has a rose tattooed on her throat and wears a leather jacket. Her accent is local, but less natural than some of the others, her vowels less flat, as if she is trying to hide where she is from.


‘Well, I think we all know who we suspect,’ Olive says, her eyes lingering on Sarah.


‘You did suggest it,’ Maureen says to Sarah, dabbing her watery eyes with a handkerchief.


‘I know what I said,’ Sarah says. She pulls a hip flask from her boot and takes a mouthful.


Olive nods at Sarah’s flask. ‘Suppose you did it while you were drunk. You mightn’t even remember.’


Sarah opens her mouth to retort.


‘Stop it,’ Sadia says, cutting Sarah off. ‘We don’t need a shouting match. We were lucky no one came before.’


When the women had arrived fifteen minutes earlier, the head was covered by a pillowcase. They’d all taken their usual seats, all frowned at the makeshift altar in the centre of the room, all wrinkled their nose at the smell of rot and pennies. There was no small talk, but Josie had asked what was under the pillowcase. When no one answered, Sarah stood and pulled the pillowcase off with a flourish, rolling her eyes, only for them to widen when she revealed what was underneath. Some of the women had screamed.


‘It must have been you,’ Sadia continues, tipping her head towards Kaysha. Sadia is holding a baby monitor and she drums her fingers on the plastic, letting anger and impatience mask her horror. Sadia has deep brown skin and even features, straight teeth and long eyelashes. In a different life, she’d have been a model or a movie star, not the widow of a dead scientist. ‘You arranged all of this. You’re the only one who has everyone’s phone number.’


‘I know how it must look,’ Kaysha says. ‘But I didn’t do it.’


Earlier in the evening, each of the women had received a message from an unknown number: Meet in the usual place, tonight, 7pm. Emergency. This followed the usual format of Kaysha’s messages, though she’d never called an emergency meeting before.


‘How could someone have had all our numbers then? Someone else must know about us,’ Maureen says. She is fanning herself with a leaflet from her handbag.


‘You said that our information was safe with you,’ says Sadia, looking at Kaysha. Kaysha frowns.


‘It is, look,’ she says, and unzips a pocket on the inside of her jacket, feeling around for the scrap of paper where she jotted down everyone’s phone numbers months earlier. The list is no longer there, and she can’t hide the confusion on her face. She glances at Sarah, who she lives with. Sarah shrugs.


‘You’ve lost them?’ Olive asks.


Ana, still kneeling, crosses herself and stands. She is tall and classically beautiful, with dark hair and golden-brown skin.


‘There are ways to find out phone numbers,’ she says, sinking into an armchair beside Sadia.


There is silence for a few minutes. The baby monitor crackles.


‘I can’t believe you brought the bairn,’ Sarah says to Sadia, finishing whatever is in the flask and slipping it back into her boot. She lights another cigarette.


‘I didn’t know what I was walking into.’


‘Where is she?’


‘Next door. She’s been awake since four this morning; she’ll be asleep for a while.’


‘Some mother.’


‘Don’t start, Sarah,’ Kaysha says. She is in her early thirties but looks younger, and is dressed in a black suit. Her eyes dart around the room, looking for something to focus on other than the head.


‘Can we cover him up, please?’ Josie asks, looking at the floor. A sequinned dress is stretched across her rounded belly and the glitter on her cheeks sparkles in the candlelight. She was on her way out to celebrate with friends when she got the text.


Sarah picks the pillowcase off the floor and drapes it back over the head. It doesn’t cover him completely, but she makes sure she at least blocks him from Josie’s view. When Sarah sits back down, an eyeball stares at her through a gap in the fabric.


‘Does anyone else think that it’s about time we rang the police?’ Olive asks, jutting out her chin and glancing around at the others. A silky whisper drifts around the room at the word police.


‘If you were going to ring the bizzies you’d have done it by now,’ Sarah says.


‘I think we should ring them too,’ Maureen says. A bead of sweat rolls from the hair at her temple down the side of her face and under her soft jawline.


‘And get done for conspiracy to murder?’ Sarah asks. ‘Good plan, aye.’


Kaysha rubs her forehead with her fingertips. ‘We can handle this, we just need to be clever about it.’


‘What are we going to do then?’ asks Sarah.


‘Pick those up, for a start,’ Ana says, pointing to the cigarette butts by Sarah’s feet. ‘Evidence.’


‘How on earth would they link that to me?’


‘We’re not in a position to take chances,’ says Ana. ‘We need some bleach.’










Chapter 2


Kaysha


31st December 1999


Sarah Smith’s house is way out of the city, past the suburbs and the smaller towns and villages, alone in the nowhere land between places. When darkness falls there it falls thick and fast, and it clings like treacle to the grass and the trees to make way for the moon, which is a bright crescent as Kaysha parks by the front door in the last minutes of the old millennium.


They sit in the car for a long time and watch the stars. Sarah traces constellations on the fogged windscreen with her fingertip. Kaysha follows her girlfriend’s fingernail, thinking about the blood that is caked underneath it.


‘Makes it seem like almost nothing, doesn’t it, when you think how big the universe is,’ Sarah says.


‘No,’ Kaysha says.


‘Who do you think did it?’ Sarah asks. Kaysha gives her a long look, and Sarah cocks her head to one side. ‘It wasn’t me.’


‘I don’t know yet.’


‘Bet it was the wife. It’s always the wife.’


‘Maybe,’ Kaysha says. Sadia would have had good reason to kill him, but then, they all would.


‘If it’s her, what’ll happen to the bairn?’ Sarah asks.


Kaysha says nothing, but reaches out and squeezes Sarah’s arm. Sarah turns back to look at the stars.


‘I hope it wasn’t Sadia,’ Sarah says quietly, and then takes off her boots and goes into the house. She comes back out minutes later with a bottle of whisky and a blanket, and they both strip. They pile their clothes onto the grille of a barbecue that has been standing by the front door since their first week together, scorched fat still caked onto the metal. It is beginning to rust. Sarah pours whisky over the bleach-streaked clothes and sets them alight. The women press themselves together under the blanket, skin on skin, passing the whisky back and forth as the flames warm their hands. The cold night numbs them, and they let it.


Fireworks pop against the horizon, and Kaysha’s phone rings. Her mother wishes her a happy new year and hears in Kaysha’s voice that something is wrong, even though Kaysha is trying to sound cheery. Kaysha tells her that she will explain when she sees her, says goodnight, and they go inside, where Sarah drinks, and Kaysha begins to build a timeline in her head.










Chapter 3


Nova


3rd January 2000


It’s a Monday but the city is quiet as the sun begins to rise. Adults pull heavy blankets tighter around their bodies, enjoying the last long sleep of Christmas break while children finish off tins of Roses for breakfast. Light yawns into a sky the same colour as a peach skin and the river reflects it, yellow-red lapping the muddy banks. The six iconic bridges are lit, one by one, and their shadows sharpen and stretch across the water. The night’s frost glitters and begins to melt on the breeze blocks and abandoned cranes of construction sites along the quay, where they are preparing for the arrival of the seventh bridge.


Detective Inspector Nova Stokoe is woken by a phone call about a body and pulls her Escort into a car park near the docks half an hour later. The three floors of mid-sixties brick look odd against the warehouses that have grown around it. Tufts of grass poke through cracks in the tarmac and empty flower baskets hang along the length of the conservatory that fronts the building. A faded sign reads Towneley Arms Hotel.


There are two panda cars and a CSI van there already, and Nova glances at herself in the rearview mirror. Ginger curls frame her jaw, messy from the night before, and she spends a few seconds trying to neaten up before abandoning the effort. Her freckles stand out more than usual against her pale skin. She spent the evening in one of the underground pubs off the high street, didn’t get home until four, and definitely shouldn’t have driven this morning. She swallows two paracetamols to ward off the hangover and gets out of the car.


A man with a serving trolley stacked with boxes clatters across the car park as she approaches the hotel. He grins and a gold tooth gleams in the sunlight.


‘Going in here?’ she asks, holding the door open for him, and he winks as he passes.


‘Morning,’ he says to the old man at reception, and then disappears through an archway at the far end of the room without waiting for a response. Nova flashes her badge at the man at reception, and he ignores her for a second while he tops his coffee up with whisky. His hands are shaking.


‘Upstairs, hinny,’ he says, tipping his head towards a set of stairs to the right. ‘Top floor. It’s gruesome, mind.’


‘Stomach of steel, me, man,’ Nova tells him, and goes up. The top floor is cordoned off with police tape and she can smell the corpse from down the hall. She wonders how long it has lain there.


PC Ella McDonald is standing beside an open door with her hat in her hands and a look on her face that Nova knows too well.


‘Nice of you to turn up last night,’ says Ella quietly, but not quietly enough. Nova looks over Ella’s shoulder.


‘Have you taken any statements from the staff?’


‘Were you with someone else?’


‘What about the guests? Any statements from them?’


‘Dick!’ whispers Ella. She brushes past Nova, who watches her go down the stairs, too tired to feel guilty.


There are baubles scattered across the corridor, and she nudges a couple out of the way with her shoe as she enters the room. Three white bodysuits are moving around, dusting for prints. A floodlight illuminates their workspace. A man’s head is on a table. Nova can see no sign of his body. The room is ripe with bleach and decay, and she holds a finger over her nostrils before moving closer.


‘Has the body been taken?’ she asks one of the CSIs, glancing around for a chalk outline.


‘Doesn’t look like it was ever here,’ he shrugs.


The head is balanced on top of an open book which rests atop a pile of hotel bibles on a bedside table in the middle of the room. Fluids have seeped out of the neck and onto the book so she can only make out a few words around the edges of the page, but by the brown leather cover she can see that it’s a bible too.


‘When you move it, can you make a note of the page number?’


‘Aye, a’ll put it in the report,’ he says. ‘I have had a look though, and I think . . . just based on where the book is opened and the few words I could make out, I think it’s the page with Leviticus 2:19 on it.’


Nova lifts her shoulders and the CSI smirks.


‘Didn’t go to Catholic school, did you?’ he says, not really asking, and she shakes her head. ‘You’ll know the passage. Leviticus 2:19 is an eye for an eye. I’ll double check it all when they move him, but I’m fairly sure. My dad used to like that one.’


‘Revenge,’ she says. The page could be random, she supposes, but it seems unlikely. It looks like a revenge killing. She wonders what he did to deserve this.


‘I’d imagine so,’ the CSI says.


‘You’re an ugly fucker, aren’t you?’ she says, turning to the head, leaning close to it. She’s seen bodies that were more decomposed, but she hasn’t seen one as interesting as this before. His mouth is a little open and maggots slither inside. His eyes and nostrils have started to ooze brown foam, but other than that his skin is grey, as if all the colour has leaked out of him. There’s nothing particularly distinctive about him – white man, dirty blond hair, short beard, no tattoos, no scars. Not even a pierced ear. His nose looks broken, but other than that it doesn’t seem like he’s been beaten up prior to his beheading. She crouches and inspects his neck. Dried-out threads of flesh are twisted and decaying across the book’s pages. Certainly not sliced off in one clean sweep. ‘How long do you think he’s been here?’


The CSI shrugs. ‘Hard to tell. The window was open and it’s been frosty, so that’s probably slowed everything down a bit. Forty-eight hours if I had to guess.’


‘Mmm. Don’t suppose he had his driving licence?’


The CSI snorts. ‘Where would he have kept that, like? Up his nose?’


‘Just have to wait for the dentals, I suppose.’


Nova stands back and turns her attention to the wall behind the head. A photographer is taking pictures of a large, round sigil drawn on the wallpaper. Two feet in diameter, it shows the coiled form of a snake surrounded by crude symbols. Nova has been stuck on the cult case for weeks, punishment from the DCI after the business with the women in Gosforth. The sigil has been cropping up all over the region, from city-centre alleyways to the sides of terraced houses in the countryside, accompanied every time by a blood sacrifice. This is usually stolen livestock – a goat or a chicken – but most recently, a snake.


After a tip-off just before Christmas, Nova climbed up to Penshaw Monument – the North-East’s answer to the Acropolis – to see the symbol daubed onto the flagstones. It was the same as always – the spent remnants of candles melted around the edge – but the serpent in the centre of the sigil, disturbingly, was real. The carcass of what had turned out to be a Burmese python was curled in on itself, the surrounding runes drawn in the snake’s own blood.


Nova moves closer to the sigil. She’s studied it extensively during her investigation, and when she sees it on the wall of the Towneley Arms she knows straight away that it’s not authentic. A cheap imitation drawn not in blood, but in blue paint. It’s well done, good enough to fool the average onlooker, clearly even the police officers who recognised it, but not Nova. The runes are nonsense and the snake is facing the wrong way. This is the work of someone who’s seen it in a newspaper or on a street corner and tried to replicate it from memory. An attempt to misdirect the investigation.


Nova wonders who would want to implicate the cult for murder: maybe another occult group, or a local gang. Maybe just a particularly dramatic hired knife. Either way, Nova has no intention of informing anyone that the sigil isn’t authentic because this murder is already looking much more interesting than sacrificed livestock; this could be her ticket back into the DCI’s good books.


 


The old man is still sitting behind the front desk when Nova goes back downstairs, sipping coffee and filling in a crossword. He glances up at her over the top of his glasses.


‘Areet, hin?’ he says, putting his pen behind his ear.


‘Has anyone taken a statement from you yet?’


‘Aye, er, about five minutes ago. Me wife’s just in wi’ the lass now.’


‘Was it you who found the remains?’


‘Nar, not me,’ he says with a little chuckle. ‘It was Jeffa, the barman. Gary Jeffries. Went up to put the Christmas tree away or summat. Hord the scream from here.’


‘Where’s Mr Jeffries now?’


‘A put him in the kitchen with a bottle of sherry. Easily frightened, wor Gary,’ he says, pointing to the archway at the other side of the room. There is a sign above it that reads Lounge/Diner. ‘Through there, and then through the silver doors, hin.’


‘Thanks. Can I have a copy of your guest records for the last two weeks?’


‘Aye, nee bother,’ he says. ‘They’re taking statements in the office, like, so A’ll have to dee it after.’


‘Perfect,’ Nova says, and makes her way to the kitchen. A handful of guests are dispersed across the dining room, talking in low voices.


‘Excuse me,’ says one man as Nova approaches the kitchen. He clicks his fingers at her. ‘Do you work here? When’s breakfast going to be ready?’


Nova ignores him and goes through the silver doors. She got fired from a local Italian restaurant when she was seventeen for pouring a plate of carbonara over a customer who snapped his fingers at her like she was a dog.


A tall, thin man sits on a bar stool at a steel island that dominates most of the kitchen. The rest of the space is taken up by fridges and racks of shelves stacked with plastic tubs of ingredients. The man glances up as she walks in, his eyes red and his fingers wrapped around a bottle of sherry. He hiccups.


‘I don’t think breakfast’s on this morning, pet,’ he says. Nova shows him her badge.


‘Mr Jeffries? I’m Detective Inspector Nova Stokoe,’ she says. ‘How are you feeling?’


‘Ahh,’ he says, his lips trembling. Tears leak onto his cheeks and he covers his face.


Nova looks around for a kettle. ‘Can I make you a cup of tea?’


‘I’m okay, thanks, pet,’ he says, and tips a tot of sherry into the floral-patterned teacup in front of him. Tears cling to his eyelashes.


‘What time did you come across the remains, Mr Jeffries?’


Gary sniffs. ‘It was still dark. Too dark to see it, at first. There’s no light in there.’


Nova waits for him to carry on.


‘But the smell, when I walked in. I’d have walked into it if I hadn’t smelled it first. I’ve never – never – smelled anything like it. Awful. I thought a bird must have got in and died. No one ever really goes up there. I didn’t want to step in it. The dead bird. So I went back and propped the door open and turned the hall light on,’ he says. He breathes out hard before he continues. ‘And there he was. I screamed.’


‘That’s a very normal response,’ says Nova. ‘Did you go into the room?’


‘Did I shite,’ he says, with a scoff that turns into a sob. He wipes his eyes. ‘I closed the door and came downstairs.’


‘Have you noticed anything out of the ordinary in the last few days?’


He shakes his head, turns his mouth down at the corners. ‘I don’t think so. Nothing strange.’


‘No shifty guests?’


‘All of the guests are shifty, Detective.’


‘Alright, Mr Jeffries. Thank you for your time,’ says Nova, standing up and straightening her jacket. She gives him one of her contact cards. ‘If you think of anything else, get in touch.’


Just as she reaches the door, he speaks again. ‘I did see a woman, she was acting, I dunno, acting strange. Sneaking around.’


‘What woman?’


The kitchen doors swing open and the rude man from the dining room bursts in, his face red.


‘Where the fuck is breakfast?’ he snaps at Nova.


‘As I’m sure you’re aware, sir, a crime is being investigated. The police are busy questioning the staff and guests, and we’d appreciate your patience and cooperation,’ says Nova, her voice calm.


‘Well, it takes no effort to put a bit of cereal out, does it?’ he says. ‘What’s your name?’


Nova smiles and gets her badge out of her pocket. ‘Detective Inspector Nova Stokoe.’


The man blanches and then tuts, retreating to the dining room. Nova turns back to Gary, who is staring blankly at the doors.


‘What woman were you going to tell me about?’ she asks him.


He blinks and shakes his head. ‘I don’t know.’


‘You knew a minute ago.’


‘It’s completely slipped . . . I don’t know what I was going to say.’


Nova frowns. ‘I’ll be back, I’m sure. If you remember anything, write it down.’


 


The old man behind the desk is now joined by a grey-haired woman who Nova assumes is his wife. Her thin fringe sticks to her forehead with sweat, and a cigarette smoulders between yellow fingertips.


The woman hands Nova a few sheets of photocopied paper. ‘The guest records, love.’


‘Thanks. Have you got any cameras anywhere?’ Nova asks, glancing around the lobby, which is as run-down as the rest of the property.


The woman shakes her head. ‘No. We’re not that posh. Not much to steal, is there?’


‘You might want to consider getting some.’


‘Yes, well, I suppose we will now,’ she says.


 


When Nova gets back outside, the sun is properly up. She needs to look around, but she knows the press will likely start turning up soon, so she has to be quick. She walks around the outside of the building, where there is a small overflow car park to the rear, not visible from the road. There are more cars here than there are up front. Nova supposes that the Towneley Arms is the kind of hotel that businessmen take their mistresses to; they don’t want their cars to be spotted. She wonders if the old man rents his rooms by the hour for cash. If he does, his books won’t have all the names she needs, anyway. She needs CCTV.


There’s nothing much more than a fire door and a mossy, padlocked cellar-hatch behind the hotel, and Nova moves on to sweep the surrounding buildings. Opposite the hotel is a used car dealership with plenty of bulky cameras, but all of them point inwards at the building and forecourt. She crosses the road in front of the hotel and inspects the building next to the car dealership. Some sort of warehouse, but no visible cameras. The surrounding buildings are similar, all run down, some empty-looking and some in use, but none with cameras that might capture the hotel’s comings and goings.


Just as Nova turns to leave, she spots a man watching her from between the buildings. It’s the delivery man from the hotel. He’s smoking, but when he sees that she’s noticed him he drops his cigarette to the ground and slinks into the building behind him. Nova walks towards the warehouse. It’s almost hidden behind the car dealership, but a corner sticks out enough to be visible from the hotel car park. As she nears it, the sun catches a glass disc high up on the corrugated wall, almost hidden in the shadow of a drainpipe. A camera. It points directly at the Towneley Arms in a way that can’t be coincidental.


A sign reading RJ Meats hangs above the front door, and Nova knocks. Almost immediately the door opens and the delivery man greets her.


‘Yep?’ he asks.


‘Hello,’ Nova says, flashing her badge. ‘I saw you in the hotel this morning – I wondered if I could speak to you.’


‘I don’t work there. I just deliver the meat.’ He leans against the door frame and lights another cigarette.


‘Do you own this . . . factory?’


The man tilts his head to one side. ‘I’ve got shares.’


‘I notice you have a camera pointing at the hotel.’


‘Mmm.’


‘Why?’


The man shrugs. ‘Security.’


‘They can’t put up their own CCTV?’


‘Better angle from here.’


‘Can I take a look at the footage?’


The man looks her up and down and then stubs his cigarette out on the wall and puts it behind his ear. He backs into the warehouse and jerks his head for Nova to follow.


The inside is lit by dangling overhead lights. Stark beams illuminate certain areas and leave the rest in shadow. Along the far wall, pig carcasses hang by hooks. A handful of people in plastic overalls are working around a conveyor belt, some pushing chunks of meat – bones and all – into a machine’s mouth, others collecting and packaging the ground and reshaped pink that oozes out of the other side. The smell of the place is almost worse than the corpse.


The man leads Nova into a cramped but tidy office. Filing cabinets line the walls and a desk sits below three wall-mounted televisions, each showing the view from a different camera. The one on the right is recording the Towneley Arms’ front door. The camera is clearly zoomed in as far as possible, and though the quality isn’t great, it’s not terrible.


‘There you go,’ he says, gesturing to the screen.


‘I’d like the tapes for the last fortnight.’


The man just looks at her, and it takes Nova a second before she realises that he has his hand outstretched, rubbing his thumb in circles over his first and second fingers. She laughs.


‘Alright then,’ he says, shrugging and pressing the power button on the TV. ‘We don’t seem to have those tapes. Must have lost them.’


‘You can give me the tapes, and I won’t ask any questions about what you’re doing filming the hotel in the first place,’ she says.


He stares at her blankly.


‘I’ll also pretend I didn’t notice that,’ she continues, nodding at a baggy of white powder on the desk.


‘Fair enough,’ he says, and turns to the shelves of labelled tapes, looking for the right ones.


Nova looks around. Last year’s Page Three calendar hangs on a wall, turned to June. A topless blonde lies across a garden bench surrounded by flowers and birds. Someone has written NICE TITS in a speech bubble by her mouth.


 


Nova stretches, and pauses the tape. She’s watched footage from the three days leading up to New Year so far and there’s been absolutely bollock-all worth writing down. The CCTV shows nothing but staff scurrying in and out for a fag and the occasional pair of afternoon-delighters parking round the back and sneaking in the front. She gets up to get a glass of water and then sits back at her desk, propping her feet up on the corner. There are eight desks crammed into the converted attic above the police station, after a flood three years earlier rendered the second floor unusable. The superintendent always seems to run out of funds before she gets to renovating the offices, so the detectives hunch over desks in the gloom of the rafters, like bats.


‘Coffee?’ Paul Cleary asks her, as he stands. Paul was promoted to DI in September, and Nova has found him insufferable since. They joined the force at the same time, but Nova climbed the ladder faster than he did, and she knew he resented her for it when she beat him to every promotion, solved every case she was given. She’d heard him once whispering to a colleague that she was just being promoted because she was a woman and it looked good on paper, and she’d laughed. She kept getting promoted because she was fucking good at her job, or she had been.


‘Two sugars,’ Nova says, without looking away from her screen. After a few minutes, Paul puts a cup in front of her. She feels him peering over her shoulder.


‘Not doing the crossword today, then?’ he asks, his voice nasal. Nova tenses.


‘My case has taken a turn for the interesting,’ she says.


‘So I hear, so I hear,’ Paul says. He leans closer to her and drops his voice. ‘Between me and you, mate, I’m surprised the DCI hasn’t taken you off it.’


Nova turns and looks at him, bristling. Everyone knows about her last big case. Paul smiles and goes back to his own desk, and Nova resists the urge to tell him to go fuck himself. It’s best that she doesn’t draw too much attention to herself at the moment.


She’s up to three minutes past seven on New Year’s Eve now. People were arriving for the New Year’s Eve party at this point, but no one particularly suspicious, no one with a big enough bag. Nova takes a mouthful of coffee just as a woman hurries across the screen. The woman looks over her shoulder as she goes through the front door of the hotel. She rewinds the tape and the woman walks across the screen again. The tape is too grainy to make out any distinct facial features, but Nova knows the gait of that walk, the shape of her body. Nova puts her face close enough to the screen that the static tickles her nose, trying to make out the woman’s features, though she’s already sure. She’d recognise Kaysha Jackson anywhere.










Chapter 4


Kaysha


3rd January 2000


Kaysha sits in an armchair and watches Sarah sleep. When Kaysha came back into the house, minutes before, Sarah was breathing so lightly that Kaysha held a hand in front of her mouth to make sure that she was alive. This is the first time that Sarah has slept properly since New Year’s Eve, and Kaysha is not going to wake her, even to tell her that the plan worked – she’d watched from her car as the police and the coroner and the crime scene investigators arrived at the hotel before the sun was up, and then, eventually, there was Nova Stokoe.


 


It was difficult on New Year’s Eve to persuade the group to leave Jamie’s head where they’d found it. Most of the others wanted to take it into the middle of nowhere and bury it, burn it, dump it in a lake or hire a boat and drop it into the ocean, clean any evidence from the room and hope that wherever the body was, it wouldn’t be found either. They thought that Jamie’s disappearance would be in the news for a week or two and then he’d be forgotten, and maybe there’d be a bit of suspicion towards Sadia, because the spouse is always the first suspect, but people would tell the police that they were so happy, deliriously happy, the perfect couple, and she wouldn’t go to prison for it, hopefully. Kaysha wondered if Sadia did kill him. It seemed unlikely, because Sadia always seemed so balanced, but if anyone could infuriate someone to the point of murder, it was Jamie Spellman.


Kaysha listened to the women whisper to each other about getting rid of the head, but she couldn’t let it happen. It was too risky to leave anything to chance. She had to think fast, join the dots for the others, explain the plan as she was still constructing it.


As a journalist, Kaysha’s job is to watch people without them noticing, to piece together little bits of information and weave them into a narrative, and she’s good at it. When she’s not working, more often than not she is watching people who she shouldn’t be watching. She watched Jamie Spellman for as long as she has been watching anyone. She watched each of the women before she approached them. Since they broke up, she has been watching Nova, and because she’s been watching her she knows that Nova is currently investigating a spate of animal sacrifices that are popping up around the city, each accompanied by a sigil which features a coiled snake and some runes. Kaysha has been watching this too, and knows that the culprits are a gang of teenage girls. Kaysha would have told Nova this, had they been speaking, but as they aren’t, she has been enjoying watching the girls slip out from under Nova’s nose again and again.


The women in the hotel room trust Kaysha more than they trust each other, because she was the one who gathered them in the first place. They were the women who Jamie had hurt the most, as far as Kaysha could tell. She’d tried to find the people who would most want to see him locked away. She didn’t think it would lead to this, and she realised as she looked at Jamie’s severed head that any of these women might have done this. She knew better than anyone that they all had reason to.


She explained her plan to them, leaving out only that she and Nova were lovers, making it seem more like they are just acquaintances who swap unsavoury information. Kaysha told them that if she could make sure that Nova is on the case, they would not be trudging through the dark, they would know how the investigation was going, and Kaysha would be able to feed Nova false leads, draw her away from the women.


Once Kaysha had got a tentative agreement on her plan from the women, she drew the sigil on the wall behind Jamie’s head using a can of claggy, blue paint and a stiff paint brush that she found under a pile of dust sheets. The real cult always draws their sigil in red, and she knew this wouldn’t be lost on Nova. For good measure, she purposely drew some of the symbols backwards or upside down. She needed Nova to be called to the scene, needed the case to be hers, but she wanted her to know that this was not actually the work of the teenage girls, should she ever catch up with them. She knew that it was a risky move and that she hadn’t thought out everything that could happen, but she didn’t have time to ponder. She drew the sigil, they cleaned the room, and she would sort out the rest later.


 


Now that the head has been found, she has two new things to focus on. The first and most important is to seduce Nova again. The second is to figure out which of the women did kill Jamie – so Kaysha can help her cover it up.










Chapter 5


Olive


3rd January 2000


Olive Farrugia was born by accident. Her mother, having had the last of her three children fifteen years before, had been glad when her monthlies stopped. About time, she’d thought, and carried on about her life. She pegged her growing belly to the new bakery round the corner and got quite a fright when, one afternoon, after being laid out on the couch all day with what she thought must be a kidney infection, her waters broke. Fifteen minutes later, Edie, who was recently married and pregnant herself, helped her mother deliver a very small child.


The baby grew for the first two months in a glass box in the hospital, and her eldest brother Ted had said she looked like the last little olive at the bottom of the jar that no one wanted enough to bother fishing out. His mother slapped his arm for saying it, but the name stuck.


Olive grew into a skinny and sickly child with mouse-brown plaits dangling down to her waist and a constant cold. She never really had the patience for friends. Even her niece, Louisa, who had been born only twenty-three days after her, was an irritation. Olive loved her mother, but didn’t think too much about it when she plated up Olive’s breakfast sporting a black eye or a swollen jaw. Olive’s dad was a drunk, and though he was usually kind to Olive when he was sober, Olive knew well enough to stay out of his way when he’d been drinking. Olive never understood why her mother didn’t learn the same thing, and thought, in her childish way, that it was her mother’s own fault that she ended up on the wrong end of Daddy’s fists.


One evening when Olive was eight, her dad came home earlier than usual from the pub. He told Olive to get to bed, and she said she was going, she was just getting a glass of milk first, and opened the fridge. Get to fucking bed, he said again, and before Olive had the chance to even close the fridge, he grabbed her by the scruff of the neck and the seat of the pants and threw her bodily up the stairs. The stairway turned at a ninety-degree angle after the first five steps, and her father threw her hard enough that Olive crashed head-first into the wall. Olive rolled back down the five steps and vomited on the kitchen floor, while her mother screamed and her father stormed back out of the house. Olive wasn’t allowed to go to sleep that night. Her mother put vinegar on her head and kept her up until morning. Once Olive got past the initial shock of what had happened, she was filled with rage. Over and over again she thought to herself, I wish he was dead, I wish he was dead, and a week later, he was.


After Olive’s father drank himself to death, her mother grew sick and quickly followed him into the graveyard. Olive stayed with Edie for the first few weeks afterwards, sleeping top to toe in a bed with Louisa, but Edie had recently given birth to twins and didn’t have the room or money to care for Olive too, so Olive went to live with her Aunt Sue. Sue was her father’s youngest sister and had made her fortune by marrying two very old men, one after the other, and collecting their inheritance when they died. The second one had died two weeks after the wedding, which Olive had been a bridesmaid at, and Aunt Sue called it a great piece of luck. She lived in one of the big terraced houses on the seafront at Tynemouth, which was nothing like the cramped cottage that Olive had grown up in. Sue’s house had four floors and seven bedrooms, which people often suggested that she filled with lodgers or children of her own, but she always shrugged it off. She liked the space, and so did Olive.


Olive missed her mother, but liked her life with her aunt. Sue was friendly but strict, and attended church on Sunday, which meant that Olive attended church on Sunday too. Before that, Olive had never been, except for weddings, christenings and funerals. She had prayed when she felt helpless to do anything else, though. Olive had prayed for her father to be punished, which he was, and for her mother to get well, which she didn’t, and so Olive came to think of God as vengeful. When she joined the church she found that she enjoyed it. She liked the rules of religion, the do’s and don’ts, the idea of punishment for those who sinned and then forgiveness for those who repented. For the first time in her life, Olive found that she made friends easily and quickly rose through the ranks of parishioners’ children to become their leader, facilitating prayer circles and Bible study groups, her shrill voice cutting through everyone else’s until they listened to her. The children knew that they needed to behave in her presence, because she had no qualms about reporting any silliness to one of the adults, or even the vicar. She loved watching people get what they deserved.


Olive loved the church building, too. She loved the way the flock were tinted blue or red when the sun shone through the stained glass during mass and she loved the hand-carved pulpit, which was hundreds of years old. What she liked most about her church were the grey stone arches that kept the building up, like ribs, because they reminded her of the one family holiday she’d taken with her parents. They’d gone to Whitby for the weekend, and wandered along the seafront eating fish and chips as the gulls circled overhead. She’d whined to ride a donkey along the beach and then cried seconds after it set off with her on its back because she didn’t like how she wobbled, and her dad had smacked her on the back of the legs for wasting his money.


On the last day they’d climbed the hundred steps up to the abbey and looked out over the town, and a couple were getting married on the clifftop, under the whalebone arch. Olive had been filled with a tingling longing at the sight of the tidy groom and the bride’s dress rippling around her in the wind, and hoped that she might one day be married in such a romantic setting. Years later, when she met Alonso and they married under the similarly shaped arches of her church, she remembered the clifftop marriage and knew she was doing the right thing.


 


Olive sits in the church alone. She is still wearing her wedding ring, though its twin is buried in the churchyard around her husband’s long-dead finger. The inside of the church is barely warmer than the street outside. The congregation has been growing smaller for years as the masses turn their back on God, which means the donations have dwindled too. Now they only turn the heating on when there’s a service. Olive can see her breath. One of the windows was shattered by a stone a few weeks ago and has yet to be fixed, and snowflakes drift past the gap like ghosts. It was her favourite window too – John the Baptist.


Olive has been in the church for three days, except for the hours when she drags herself home to bed, where she doesn’t sleep anyway. She sits where she always does – the front pew, as if being closer to the pulpit is being closer to God. This is where she met Jamie for the first time, and she glances along the row. She can almost see him sitting there like he did all those years ago, in a suit that was too big, early hints of rosacea creeping over his pale cheeks like strawberry juice through fresh cream.


‘Still here, Olive?’ asks Father Paul, sitting beside her. She didn’t even realise he was still here, but she doesn’t have enough energy to get a fright. He puts a hand on her shoulder. ‘Is there anything you’d like to talk about? I know this is always a difficult time.’


Her face crumples and drops into her waiting palms. He rubs her back. She knows that he thinks she’s mourning her family, like she always does at this time of year, but her thoughts are stuck on Jamie. A fresh wave of guilt consumes her with a flash of Kim’s accusing stare, the creak of rope from the attic, and with the guilt comes the usual rush of shame.


‘Let me take you home,’ Father Paul says. His voice is deep and level. It always calms her. She looks up and nods, eyes flickering across his long face for a second. He’s been the vicar here for almost twenty years – since before she rejoined the church – and he’s become the closest thing she has to a friend through all the loss. He knew Jamie, knew his grandfather – who was also a preacher. Jamie hasn’t been part of this congregation for a long time, but she knows that Father Paul will feel his loss too, once the news comes out. She considers confessing as they walk through the empty streets together. She thinks about telling him the truth about Kim. She thinks about telling him about the head, and the women, and the hotel room. She wants to say that she wasn’t part of it, not really – she was just spying on them. She is desperate to tell someone. When they get to her house, he gives her one last parting pat on the arm and she closes the door and locks it, her mouth still closed, alone again.










Chapter 6


Nova


3rd January 2000


The first Christmas after her parents divorced Nova was twenty-two, and she and her brother had been to their mam’s new place in the morning. The little flat, though dilapidated and damp, was trimmed throughout with glittering tinsel and garlands of plastic holly, and a tree, sparse but real, stood guard above a pile of brightly wrapped presents in the corner of the living room. The air had been thick with the scent of gingerbread, and though everything was different, it was all familiar. After presents, a mince pie breakfast, and a vaguely sad singalong to a tape of The Smurfs Christmas Party – which Nova’s brother had given her as a joke – they’d gone to their dad’s for Christmas dinner, leaving their mother teary and alone, insisting that she was fine.


Their dad had the money for a better lawyer, so he’d kept the family home, the dishes, the furniture and, in one of the more spectacularly petty settlement arguments, the boxes of Christmas tree baubles and ornaments that his wife had spent her adult life collecting. They weren’t worth anything to anyone except Nova’s mother; they were her way of documenting where they’d been and what they’d done as a family. It didn’t matter whether it was the blistering height of summer in Benidorm or Kos, she’d manage to find a badly painted Santa emblazoned with the resort’s name. Sometimes he’d be in his full red garb, sometimes in fur-trimmed swimming trunks, but she always found him. Nova’s dad had argued that the ornaments had to stay with the house, so that when that first post-divorce Christmas rolled around, he could put them all up and make the house look like it always did for the children, though they were both adults by then. He’d promised Nova that he was going to make lunch, which he insisted was usually his doing anyway, and decorate the house for their arrival at one o’clock sharp, but when they arrived the living room was drab and dark, and the turkey lay uncooked on the kitchen bench with its giblets still in. He’d grumbled something about working all Christmas Eve, he hadn’t had time to fuck about with tinsel and turkey. He hadn’t bought them presents either, just shoved a crumpled twenty-pound note in a Christmas card for each of them, which was simply signed love Dad.


He’d softened since then. Each year he tried a bit harder, cooked the turkey and set the pudding alight, put up the dusty old tree. He’d reluctantly let Nova take the box of baubles to her mother and bought some new ones. He always bought them a gift after that first sad year, though it was usually something cripplingly practical from the central aisle of the budget supermarket he shopped at, often something for her car or some kitchen appliance that she’d use once before it was left to gather dust on top of her kitchen cupboards. This year had been no different; he’d bought Nova a reflective frost cover for her windscreen and a decent bottle of whisky, telling her it’s supposed to be deed frosty owa New Year, young’un. Nova had rolled her eyes but had gone out to drive home later in the evening to find blooms of ice creeping over her car, and had used it that night.


The windscreen cover worked a treat, but four days after she got it she forgot to tuck the edges into the front seat windows, and in the morning it was gone. She’s been using newspaper instead for the last few days, plucking one of the many discarded copies of The Chronicle from her back seat and layering sheets across her windscreen when she gets home from work, peeling them off with the frost the next morning.
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