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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 10

Kaysha

5th January 2000

A square of sun shines through the skylight onto the woman beside Kaysha in bed. The covers are pushed down around her ankles and every hair across her freckled tummy catches the light, translucent and tiny until the sparse, burnished trail that leads from the well of her belly button to the V of loose-coiled copper below it. The hair thins and lightens across her thighs, grows close again on her calves. She lifts one of her knees so that her foot is flat on the mattress. She has a tattoo of a magpie on her ankle, years old but still bright. Kaysha knows that she has another across her back, the tips of its outstretched wings resting on her shoulder blades. When she moves her arms, the bird takes flight.

She is propped up on cushions reading a book about oranges, which she holds up in front of her face to keep the sun out of her eyes. She is wearing her glasses, only because she thinks that Kaysha is asleep. She’s usually too vain, though Kaysha loves the way the round, wire frames rest against her cheekbones. Nova’s bottom lip is sucked in below the top one and she frowns slightly as she reads. She makes the same face when she’s building up to an orgasm, when she’s so close that she goes quiet and wills herself to let go. She finds it hard to relinquish control and give in to her body, but Kaysha always manages to push her over the edge.

Nova’s auburn ringlets are clipped away from her face and she winds one around a finger as she reads. Her collarbones are littered with little bites the same colour as dried rose petals, and her nipples are hard in the cool morning air, or maybe it’s something in the book.

Kaysha will never admit it, but Nova’s cluttered flat is her favourite place in the world to wake up. It’s been six months since she was last here, since the argument. They’d always argued and then made up, but the last one was the worst. Kaysha had vowed that last time was really the last time, but needs must.

‘I like you in your glasses,’ Kaysha says. Nova glances at her and smiles.

‘I knew you were watching, you perv.’

‘You’re nice to watch.’

Nova plucks a hair from her head and uses it to keep her page. She pushes her glasses down to the end of her nose and looks at Kaysha over the top of them.

‘Do you know what happens to peeping Toms, Ms Jackson?’

Kaysha laughs but something heavy ripples through her. She shakes her head and sinks further into the pillows. Nova arches an eyebrow and slips a cold hand under the covers and down Kaysha’s abdomen.

‘They get punished.’

 

Kaysha pulls on last night’s knickers and looks around the room for the rest of her clothes.

‘You can borrow some of mine, if you want, you know,’ Nova says as she rifles through her wardrobe. ‘Neebody likes a crusty crotch.’

‘Nah, Sarah’ll notice,’ Kaysha says, though she’s sure she wouldn’t.

‘New girlfriend?’

‘Yeah.’

‘What’s she like?’ Nova asks, looking genuinely interested.

‘She’s . . . intense.’

‘Do you love her?’

‘Some days I think I do. When she’s having a good day. Like, I think, I love her, I want to protect her, but I’m not in love with her, if that makes sense.’

‘Lesbian bed death?’

‘Something like that,’ Kaysha says, and smirks.

‘Maybe you should let her go.’

‘She’s pretty fragile.’

‘Yeah?’

‘We moved in too fast and now it’s hard to extricate myself.’

‘Classic,’ Nova says.

‘Lesbians, eh?’

‘Lesbians.’

‘I’ll have to find somewhere else to go when we break up,’ Kaysha says, surprised at how cold she sounds, but has no deeper feelings about the situation. She needs to keep an eye on Sarah until she’s more stable, but she’ll leave after that.

Nova looks around the flat pointedly and grins. ‘I know somewhere that you could go.’

‘Not likely, when you’re still with PC Miserybones,’ Kaysha says, nodding to a framed picture of Nova and Ella. They’re both wearing black-and-white-striped football shirts, and Nova has her arm draped over Ella’s shoulders, a pint of beer in her hand. Kaysha suddenly feels sour. The glow of the morning wanes and they’re back to where they were six months ago.

Nova’s clavicle pinkens and she tips the frame face down. ‘She got me that for Christmas. I didn’t get her anything.’

‘How’s she doing?’

‘She’s fine.’

‘How can she be fine?’

‘It wasn’t cancer after all.’

‘Oh, well, that’s good.’

‘Yeah.’

‘But you’re still with her.’

‘Yeah, I suppose I am.’

Kaysha is furious and sad and disappointed but hasn’t got time to be. She wishes Nova wanted her enough to leave Ella. Maybe she got cold feet about moving in with Kaysha, or maybe she just realised that she liked Ella better, or that Kaysha isn’t girlfriend material. For one terrible moment, Kaysha wonders if Nova made the entire thing up as an excuse to get rid of her – but no, she knows Nova wouldn’t do that. It doesn’t matter what happened before, because she can’t get sucked back in – she just needs to keep Nova close so that she can keep an eye on her progress with the case.

‘Yeah, okay,’ Kaysha says, exhaling slowly. ‘Let’s talk about something else. I didn’t come to argue.’

‘Thank fuck.’

‘What’s your day looking like? Anything interesting?’

Nova shrugs. ‘Not really. Just trying to get to the bottom of this cult shit.’

‘I’ve seen some of their artistry about. Wrote an article about one of their dead chickens in Whitley Bay a couple of weeks ago. Charming.’

‘Mmm. They’re slippery. But now . . . well. We need to catch them.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I’ve already said too much,’ Nova says. She turns away and grabs her boots.

‘Do you think the cult had something to do with the beheaded bloke, then?’

Nova looks up. ‘Why would you think that?’

‘Little birdie passed me some details about the crime scene.’

‘How many little birdies have you got?’ Nova asks, putting a foot on the arm of her sofa and lacing up her boot.

Kaysha smiles and ignores the question. ‘So you think they’re linked?’

‘Maybe. Nobody’s really that bothered about the goats and that . . . I’ve just been investigating it because they’re spooking all the farmers. We’ve got to look like we’re doing something,’ Nova says, squirting hair mousse into her palm. It expands to the size of an apple and she bends over so that her hair dangles in front of her face as she scrunches the foam into it. ‘Bigger fish now though.’

‘Have you got any idea who he is yet? Is he local?’

Nova shakes her head. ‘We’re waiting for dental records, but it’s slow with the time of year.’

‘Yeah, I can imagine,’ Kaysha says. She knows that Nova is lying to her, because Sadia has already identified the body.






Chapter 11

Sarah

5th January 2000

Smoke swirls and gathers against the ceiling as Sarah lights another cigarette from the burning end of the last. She has dragged her favourite armchair across the room, scraping the varnish from the floorboards, so that she can sit in front of the window. The world tumbles away at the end of the lawn, rising again on the other side of the valley, dusted with snow, and she can see the road that slinks between the hills towards the house.

She props her heels on the windowsill. Kaysha said she’d be back in the morning, but the sun rose an hour ago and she’s still not here, and Sarah supposes that Kaysha is still curled up in bed with the detective. It’s not the fact that her girlfriend has spent the night with another woman that bothers her – it’s the lateness. Sarah had been the one to suggest that Kaysha rekindle her affair with Nova, and Kaysha had raised her eyebrows as if she hadn’t already considered it. They’d set out guidelines for how it would work, talked about how Kaysha needed to be honest, how she would come home in the morning after a night with Nova and check in before she went to work. Sarah feels a savage pride in herself for the maturity of it, for putting the bigger picture before her own needs. She is letting – encouraging – her girlfriend to sleep with another woman, a woman who she’s loved before, so that others would be protected. She is being selfless. That’s what she keeps telling herself.

It’s been a while since she finished the second bottle of the night and the pain of the house starts creeping in again, the dizzying, sprawling emptiness of it, the hatred spread through the walls, darkening the corners like damp. It gets into her lungs. Since she’s been back here she can feel it poisoning her, like it poisons everyone. Sometimes she wonders if her parents were the way they were because of the house, if it soured them, or if it was the other way round. Sarah doesn’t quite know why she hasn’t sold it or burned it down and started again somewhere new, done something with her life instead of rotting there, lurking like some Dickensian ghost. She can’t bring herself to commit to the effort. The house weighs her down and her mind weighs her down and she is trapped.

Sarah steps around the shards of a wine glass, the purple stain across the rug, and goes to the cellar to get another. Her dad was a collector and when she first came back there were hundreds of bottles, floor to ceiling against the back wall. She’s on to the good stuff now, though she had to break the cabinet with an axe from the shed to get to it. Once when she was thirteen she’d pissed him off and he’d asked her why she couldn’t just be more like David and she’d said What, dead? and then stormed off to her treehouse after a quick trip to the cellar. She remembers her father’s face in the hospital as she was lying in bed, hooked up to a drip, and she knew he was more upset about the wine than her. She’d told him she didn’t realise it was one of the very expensive ones, but she did, and after that he had a cabinet installed and locked them up.

She picks up a bottle at random, blows the dust off it. It’s Portuguese, 1964. Her parents had their honeymoon in Portugal in the sixties, and she wonders if it was bought then, saved for a special anniversary or to hand down. She snorts at the thought that they’d be so sentimental about anything and uncorks it.

 

As the sun climbs and shadows stretch across the hardwood floor, Sarah falls asleep in the armchair. She dreams about Jamie again. Every time the exhaustion overwhelms her she sees him, one way or the other. Sometimes he’s like he was in the hotel, grotesque but harmless, silver tongue bloated and still in his mouth. Sometimes he’s bodiless but still somehow alive, speaking to them, and they all obey him and only Sarah understands that he’s lying. The worst ones are when he’s whole, tall and smiling, and everything is happy until it isn’t, and he’s whispering in her ears and she’s turning herself inside out to try and please him, slitting herself in half until there is a tiny cry and he leaves and she is alone again, trying to stitch herself back together, and she startles awake when she realises she’s dying.

 

Sarah hates the entire house, including and especially the bedroom she grew up in. She has started several times, on good days, to paint the walls of the rooms she has to use, but soon the darkness returns and she abandons the effort. She has never been one to finish things, only to start them, and now she lives in a house that is hers in halves; the blue half of the kitchen, the purple half of the living room. The guest room was always plain and unused, so it doesn’t feel personal either way.

The night they met, she and Kaysha tumbled out of the pub and down the country lanes together, drunk on each other, temporarily forgetting the dangers of the dark. Sarah had said she lived alone in a haunted old manor, inherited and unwanted, and Kaysha had laughed until she saw it. The ivy-trimmed house stood three floors high, four including the cellar, surrounded by overgrown lawns and backed by a walled garden, and then an evergreen forest. From the top-floor windows you could see for miles across the valley, mainly farmers’ fields and livestock, a couple of villages linked by a bridge across the beginnings of the Derwent.

‘Thought you were taking the piss,’ Kaysha said, eyes wide, as Sarah unlocked the front door. She asked if she could have a tour, and Sarah had obliged, drunk and giddy enough not to be hit by the full force of dread that she usually felt if she thought about going into her parents’ or David’s rooms. Kaysha had groaned at each new room, cobwebby and untouched since the occupants passed away, and Sarah couldn’t tell if she was pleased or horrified, or both. Kaysha said the house felt like a film set, so perfectly preserved that it didn’t feel real. Sarah’s parents’ bed was still unmade, her dad’s clothes still around the washing basket rather than in it, a dried-up glass of wine on the vanity desk.

The treehouse was full of spiders and long-rotted men’s magazines that she’d stolen from her dad’s stash, empty bottles of wine in a corner with a half-finished quart of vodka that she must have forgotten about the last time she climbed up, years earlier. Kaysha kissed Sarah for the first time as they knelt together in the damp, and Sarah felt as dizzy as she had when she was fourteen, sitting in the same spot, a little drunk and thinking about kissing girls. She was allowed to talk about how she’d like to kiss boys anywhere, and she did, but she only allowed herself to think about girls in the same way when she was alone in the treehouse. Sometimes the feeling was sweet and full of potential, and she’d imagine herself in a suit, playing house with a cute wife and a dog. On other days she felt dark and heavy when she thought about it, and on those days she’d drag a pair of scissors across her wrists and then cover the cuts with bracelets.

Two weeks after they met, Kaysha’s lease was up and she’d spent so much time with Sarah that she hadn’t found anywhere else to live. She’d asked if she could stay for a few days until she found a new place, and then Sarah made sure that Kaysha was too busy to find one. The warmth of someone else in the house with her, someone bright and fizzy, filled the dark corners of the manor so that for the first time since David died, Sarah felt happy there for a while.

 

When Kaysha comes home, mid-morning, Sarah is waiting by the door. She kisses Kaysha as she walks inside, snowflakes caught in her hair, and then pushes her up against the front door and kisses her harder, biting her bottom lip and digging her fingernails into Kaysha’s shoulders. Kaysha pushes her away.

‘What are you doing?’

‘I want to fuck you,’ Sarah says, tipping her head to kiss Kaysha’s neck.

‘You’re drunk,’ Kaysha says, and kicks off her shoes. ‘Of course you are.’

‘So?’

Kaysha pauses and presses her lips together. ‘It’s fine.’

‘Was she good?’

‘What?’

‘Better than me?’

‘Don’t, Sarah.’

‘Well, I suppose she has more experience, if she’s a full dyke.’

‘Stop it.’

‘It’s alright, you can just say it. You can just say Sarah, she’s better in bed than you.’

‘I’m not having this conversation with you,’ Kaysha says, and pushes past Sarah to go upstairs. Sarah winds her fingers into her hair and pulls. She has never learned how to feel pain on the inside without inflicting it on her body too.






Chapter 12

Nova

5th January 2000

Nova knocks and pushes the door open. The lab is small but bright, and a tall woman in a white coat is sitting on a worktop in front of a window that stretches the length of the wall. She is holding a plastic container full of salad and looks mildly surprised when Nova lets herself in.

‘Ana Cortês? Sorry to interrupt your lunch,’ Nova says, leaving the door open and walking further into the lab. It’s clean and tidy, but everything looks outdated; paint peels from a corner and faults in the lino are patched up with black electrical tape. ‘I’m investigating the death of Jamie Spellman. Can I ask you a few questions?’

The woman clips the lid back onto her Tupperware and slides off the bench. She looks Nova in the eye and doesn’t smile. She is a couple of inches taller than Nova and seems effortlessly elegant. Her dark hair is swept back in a ponytail with wisps that have fallen free, curling against her long neck. She isn’t wearing any make-up save for deep red lipstick, and the top few buttons of her shirt are open. A gold crucifix rests against the tawny brown of her sternum.

‘Is everyone being questioned?’ she asks.

Nova shrugs. ‘Not everyone. They said you two worked together very closely. I thought you might be able to tell me a bit about him.’

Ana nods and leans back against the bench, arms crossed. ‘What do you want to know?’

‘When was the last time you saw him?’ Nova asks, pulling her notepad from her back pocket.

‘The twenty-third. We finished work at lunchtime and then the Christmas party happened. I left early, about three. I think he stayed, I don’t really know.’

Nova makes a note of the date and time and nods. ‘Did you spend a lot of time with him? Here? Outside work?’

‘His lab’s through there.’ Ana nods to a door in the corner of the room. ‘So I saw him a lot. We were friends.’

‘Was it a strictly professional relationship, Ms Cortês?’

‘Mrs,’ Ana corrects, tilting her chin up and touching her crucifix with her left hand, and Nova sees her wedding ring. ‘We went to university together. He recommended me for the job here. Like I said, we were friends. Nothing more, if that’s what you’re asking.’

Nova bows her head. ‘I’m sorry for your loss.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Was he particularly close with anyone else here? Romantically or otherwise? Or outside of work?’

Ana hesitates. ‘I’m friends with his wife. He had affairs, I think, but I told him I didn’t want to know about them.’

Nova nods. ‘What about any links to anyone . . . unsavoury? Were you aware of him having links to any underground activities? Organised crime, that sort of thing? Cults, maybe?’

Ana frowns. ‘Cults?’

Nova tilts her head. ‘It’s an unusual murder, so we have to explore unusual routes.’

‘He’d have made a good cult leader,’ Ana says, and then looks irritated, like she’s said something she shouldn’t have.

‘What do you mean?’ Nova asks.

Ana folds her arms and smiles. ‘Nothing, really. He was good looking and charming, that’s all.’

‘Can I have a look around his lab?’

Ana nods, and leads Nova into the other room. It’s easily double the size of Ana’s lab and filled with a lot more equipment. ‘This all looks very complex.’

‘It is.’

‘I’ve heard he was doing exciting things,’ Nova says, striding around the room and glancing in cupboards and drawers. It was all just books and test tubes, nothing personal. ‘I saw that he won a big award a few months ago.’

Ana holds Nova’s gaze for a second before she speaks. ‘Yes. He was very brilliant. His death is a great loss.’

‘What was it he was working on?’

Ana pauses and takes a deep breath. ‘He wanted to help with historical rape cases. Finding a way to profile rapists using leftover traces of semen. He made quite a big breakthrough.’

‘Impressive,’ Nova says. Ana raises her eyebrows and says nothing. ‘Worth someone killing him over? A competitor maybe?’

‘Maybe.’

‘Do you know of any enemies he may have had?’

Ana thumbs her crucifix again. ‘He’s – he was a complex man. I was his friend, but he didn’t have many more. Sometimes he was very friendly, sometimes he was not.’

Nova nods. ‘But no particular rivals you can think of?’

Ana shrugs, and Nova wonders how complicated Ana’s relationship with Jamie really was.

‘Will you take over his projects? You obviously worked very closely.’

‘Well, yes – I’d be honoured to, but we’ll see how the management feel. I’m not as well respected here as Jamie was. Especially not without his influence.’

‘The management treat you badly?’ Nova asks, though she knows exactly what Ana means. When she’d turned up an hour earlier, she’d spoken to the general manager of the lab. He’d sweated, tripping over his words as he told her what a devastating loss to the company Jamie was, how they’d lose the funding if they didn’t get someone to carry on his project, and – well – they’d already spent most of it. He mumbled about how he could always get Cortês, knew what she was doing after all, very capable, more so than even Jamie, maybe, but it’d mean countless meetings and interactions with her, and frankly, she gave him the heebs. One of those – you know – he’d said – thinks he’s a woman . . . we’ve all got to play along. We all suspected that Jamie was – you know – they were always together. I’ve already asked but she says she doesn’t know how he ended up like he did. Bet she does, though. Can’t trust a word they say, those types. Nova had stiffened and suggested that he have more respect for his staff, and turned to ask the receptionist for directions to Ana’s lab as the manager had stood open-mouthed.

‘I’m the best scientist here,’ Ana says, and then shrugs. ‘But you’ve seen my workspace, compared to this.’

Nova nods. ‘It sounds difficult.’

‘It’s infuriating, but what can I do?’

Nova holds Ana’s gaze for a few seconds. She can see the deep, quiet fury in her. It’s possible that she could have snapped.

‘What do you do outside of work, Mrs Cortês?’

‘I care for my children, Detective. I spend time with friends. I read, watch TV. I walk the dog,’ she says. ‘I grieve for lost friends.’

‘Here’s my card,’ Nova says, and then opens her notebook to a blank page and jots down the address of an LGBT support group that she sometimes attends, where they talk about their experiences. One woman in the group, a blonde femme who was always accompanied by her butch partner, had been a primary school teacher, got fired when she was outed. Of course the school board said it was for something else they’d made up, but everyone knew the real reason. ‘Off the record. This is a support group that you might find useful. We mainly just vent to each other but, you know, some of them are lawyers. Just in case.’

Ana takes the scrap of paper and puts it in her pocket, her cheeks colouring. ‘I’m fine.’

‘I know. You seem very capable,’ Nova says, and then lowers her voice to a whisper. ‘The manager is a dick.’

Ana doesn’t say anything but she smiles and lifts one shoulder.

‘I know where to find you if I have anymore questions,’ Nova says, and turns to leave. ‘Thank you for your help.’






Chapter 13

Maureen

6th January 2000

The day her nephew ran away from home was the day that Maureen Spellman began her life. When she was young she had often dreamed of how her life would play out. She’d marry at twenty-one – a modestly handsome man, older, but not too much older, who she could dote on, and who wouldn’t mind her working after they were married, at least until she had a child. She’d have a son after a year of marriage – she’d call him Jack after her mother’s father. Jack would have Maureen’s blue eyes and her husband’s dark hair. A couple of years later she’d bear a daughter – Susan – who was always clean and obedient, and who people would look at fondly and then say Aah, Maureen, she’ll be a heartbreaker. Maybe when they were grown she’d go back to nursing. If her husband had money – she didn’t mind so much about that – but if he did, they could retire early and go abroad a couple of times a year. She’d always wanted to visit Italy.

When Alice got into her spot of bother, Maureen was already twenty-five and not even courting yet. Time was passing faster than she’d planned, but it was fine – there was a new doctor on her ward whose eyes twinkled when he saw her, or so she imagined. Her eyes certainly twinkled when she saw him. Alice was only just seventeen, and she was nothing like Maureen. She didn’t dream of tomorrows, she lived in her today. Maureen knew Alice was much more beautiful than she was – Maureen had big hands and feet, dull coppery hair and eyes that were a bit too small for her round face. Alice was petite and doe-eyed, auburn hair cropped short like that model everyone was obsessed with at the time. A smile like a siren. She was passionate and always ready to argue, but she’d make you a cup of tea straight afterwards to say sorry. Of course she was going to get herself into trouble sooner or later.

Maureen had crouched against a cubicle door in the hospital as she gave Alice the results from her pregnancy test. Alice wept when it said positive, and Maureen had given her a cigarette to calm her down, but it made Alice retch. The cigarette sizzled out in the toilet water when Alice opened her legs and dropped it between them.

‘Do you have his telephone number?’

‘I don’t even have his name.’

‘Oh, Alice,’ Maureen said, wiping a hand down her face. ‘You’re going to have to find him.’

‘Why?’ Alice asked, looking at Maureen as if she were mad.

‘You don’t want to be sent to the convent.’

‘Maur—’

‘What do you know about him? Where did you find him?’ Maureen asked, possibilities flicking through her head. If Alice didn’t know who the father was, she’d just have to trick some poor sap into thinking the baby was his, convince him to marry her. She looked at her sister. Even pale and sickly, she was still beautiful. It would be easy to find someone to marry her.

‘I’m not having a baby,’ Alice said, taking Maureen’s wrist. Her hands were cold, her eyes determined.

‘What are you talking about? Of course you are, I just told you.’

‘I need you to help me get rid of it.’

 

Maureen and Alice grew up in a vicarage on the outskirts of the city. Maureen’s bedroom overlooked the graveyard, and she often watched from her window as Alice climbed down from her own bedroom onto the kitchen roof, onto the rubber lid of the dustbin and flitted between the headstones, then over the low wall and into the thicket, most often to meet a boy. She’d come to breakfast the next morning with a scarf knotted around her throat to hide the love bites. Maureen disapproved – No one will marry you if you sleep with anyone you find on a street corner, she’d tell Alice – but she always covered for her if she needed to.

Their dad was a keen disciplinarian. Maureen had watched him beat their mother since she was small. He’d beat them too, sometimes. Alice more often than her, but sometimes he’d be in such a temper that he’d snap at some little thing Maureen said and slap her and then make her pray for forgiveness. Maureen wasn’t always sure what she was praying for, but she’d pray anyway. He wasn’t a drinker, he was just angry. Their mother died when Alice was five, and Alice had been Maureen’s responsibility after that.

Maureen had seen girls die in the hospital after desperate attempts to induce miscarriages; bleeding out after botched backstreet surgery, or vomiting after swallowing bleach or strange plants. She’d always thought of those girls as silly, reckless. Getting themselves into a mess that could have been avoided if only they’d kept their legs together, a mess so desperate they’d rather risk death than have the child. Not only death, but the wrath of God, because murder is murder is murder. She couldn’t bear any of that for her sister, reckless or not, so she convinced Alice to keep the child.

A month later, when Alice’s stomach started to bulge, Maureen left their father a note, propped up by the kettle, and they both crept out of Alice’s bedroom window at four in the morning with only one suitcase of clothes between them. Maureen had struck a deal with a farmer out in the countryside who had a cottage on his land and would need some help with lambing.

Maureen lived in that cottage for sixteen years. She grew increasingly sour as she pulled each lamb from its mother, feet first, and watched those opening moments of its life. The lambs don’t kill their mothers when they come out feet first, but Jamie did. She’d watch the mother lick the baby clean, and then the lamb’s first wobbly steps in the hay. A couple of years later she’d help that same lamb birth its own baby, maybe twins, and then eventually trot off to the slaughter. Her own life passed her by, and by the time she left the cottage she was over forty. She didn’t meet John until she was forty-five, when he’d come onto her ward with a broken leg and asked her to write her phone number on his cast. That was in 1985, and though she would have loved nothing more than to have a child with John, grow someone inside her that was made of them both, she’d already stopped bleeding.

 

John has been holed up in the spare bedroom for hours when Maureen brings him another cup of tea. She’s been sheepish and overly attentive since Nova visited and Maureen had finally been forced to tell him about Jamie – not the whole truth, of course. Just the necessary bits. John had seemed hurt more than angry. He asked her how she could have kept the truth about her nephew from him. They weren’t supposed to have secrets. She’d told him that she’d just wanted to create a life where his name was never uttered, she just wanted to move past it, the memories were too traumatic. They had several long, serious conversations about it, about whether she was hiding anything else from him. She thought of the flickering shadows on the walls of the hotel room, the thickening scent of death in the cold air, the sting of bleach between her fingers, and told him No, that’s all.

The spare bedroom is a medium-sized room at the back of the house where the sun doesn’t often reach, though the long morning rays of midsummer sometimes manage to brush the left-hand wall. It’s filled with things that aren’t used often – a wooden bunk bed for when the grandkids stay over, a bookshelf filled with coloured plastic boxes of aida and threads, watercolours and half-finished paintings, a few unread celebrity autobiographies, odds and ends that have no other place. Maureen often takes up hobbies and buys all the gear, and then gives up two weeks later, irritated that she isn’t good at it yet. In the corner is an L-shaped desk that they’d bought from a car-boot sale. It has KATY carved onto the side of it a few times and the remnants of some peeled-off stickers. It’s ratty, but it was the exact right size and was only a fiver. Maureen has been saying she’ll sand and paint it for the last year, but she never gets around to it.

Above the desk are wall-mounted shelves, usually filled with dozens of scrapbooks and photo albums and folders, the evidence of John’s forty-year career in the police force. He has kept every newspaper article and photograph, photocopies he definitely shouldn’t have made of particularly interesting police reports that he filed over the years, the names of the victims and suspects blacked out with a marker, though he can usually remember them anyway. John sits at the desk with his glasses on, the files and folders in piles around him. He’s bending over one, trying to read the smudged print of an old article from The Chronicle. He flicks onto the next page with a tut just as Maureen picks up his empty mug and replaces it with a fresh one, along with a couple of custard creams.

‘Found what you’re looking for, hin?’ she asks, but John doesn’t acknowledge her. ‘Let me know if I can help.’

As she walks out of the room John asks, ‘Was he a Spellman?’

‘Unless he changed his name,’ Maureen replies from the doorway. ‘Why?’

‘What year was he born?’

‘Sixty-five.’

John scribbles on a scrap of paper and doesn’t say anything else, so Maureen goes back downstairs, teary, to wash the cup and make a start on tea. She should have told him otherwise, told him that Jamie had been called Smith or Black or Davidson, something common, but she can’t bear to lie to him more than she has to. Maybe this is her punishment for it all.

An hour later, just as she sits down with her own cuppa to watch Countdown, John calls for her from the spare room and she hurries back upstairs. He’s been cool with her all day and she’s glad that he’s willing to speak to her, even if it’s about Jamie. He’s looking satisfied, legs crossed and mug in hand. He nods her over and points to an article glued into the back cover of a notebook. Maureen picks it up and takes a closer look. It’s Jamie alright, but years ago. He looks similar to how he looked the last time she saw him in the graveyard; neat and clean-shaven with a boyish thinness. His face is serious and he has an arm around the shoulders of a slight woman with shoulder-length hair and sharp features. Olive.

The headline reads LOCAL TEEN LOSES LIFE AT SEASIDE SUICIDE SPOT. Maureen frowns and takes the book from her husband.

 

The lifeless body of a Tynemouth teenager was discovered yesterday at the base of a cliff, in the shadow of the Priory. Kimberley Farrugia (16) was, according to her heartbroken mother, a bright and funny girl who became depressed after her father committed suicide two years ago. Family friend Jamie Spellman and the teen’s mother both witnessed the girl fall to her death as they were searching for her after realising she was gone from her bed on Sunday evening.

 

The rest of the text is illegible. Maureen looks back at the photograph. It’s difficult to make much out, but there’s something about the way that Jamie has his arm clamped around the woman, something about the way that Olive is leaning on his shoulder that makes her think that they must have been sleeping together. She’s wondered before. Olive has never admitted to this during their meetings, saying that they were only ever friends, but she always speaks about him very kindly and insists that she doesn’t know why she has been included in the group, though she always turns up.

‘Knew I’d heard that name before,’ John says triumphantly, jabbing his finger at the photograph. ‘I remember this case, did some work on it. Wasn’t in my area but someone got fired, or was on holiday, something like that.’

‘Did you ever find out what had happened?’ Maureen asks. The date on the article tells her that they were together when John was investigating the case, but he always took his job seriously and would never tell her about active investigations, so it doesn’t surprise her that he never mentioned it.

John rubs a hand over his chin. ‘I had my suspicions.’

‘You don’t think the girl topped herself?’

‘She might have,’ John says. He leans back in the chair and puts a hand over his eyes, which Maureen knows means he is trying to remember something. ‘I’d heard that she’d been in to the station to complain about him before, your Jamie.’

‘He’s not my anything,’ she says.

‘Well, he was, wasn’t he, hen? But that’s by the by,’ John says, his eyes hard. ‘Anywas, apparently the young lassie had been in saying he was following her about, gave her the creeps, but no one ever filed any paperwork. Paul, the officer she’d spoken to, knew the girl’s mother and the mother had said to pay the bairn no attention, she was going through a rough time and she’d appreciate it if they didn’t make a thing of it. I still thought it was fishy, like, and I had a deeks about in her bedroom, looked for a diary or whatever, but there was nowt.’

‘I bet he was up to something,’ Maureen says, rage and disgust and shame washing through her.

‘Well, you knew him better than anyone, didn’t you?’

Maureen flares her nostrils and holds herself back. ‘I did when he was a child, and he was awful then. Disturbed. Not normal. Who knows what he grew up to become.’

‘Funny. That’s the word the girl’s mother used to describe her as well. Disturbed. Kim was disturbed, she kept saying.’

‘Well—’

‘Maybe it’s something parents say when they haven’t done a very good job of raising their kids, and the kid acts like a dick, or when they’re just not paying enough attention to realise that the kid is in danger, and they’re kidding themselves, and they say Ah the bairn’s just disturbed, nothing to do with my parenting.’

‘You’ve got no idea what it was like for me.’

‘You again. It’s always about you, Maur.’

‘It’s not . . .’

‘I did wonder at the time, you know, he was creepy, didn’t blink enough, I dunno. I did wonder if he killed her, but when I interviewed them they both swore up and down that the girl fell. Nothing I could do without proof. But if he did . . . what does that make you?’

Maureen’s eyes widen. John has never looked at her the way he is now, so cold and accusing. She feels as if something has been lost between them, some understanding of each other.

‘If he killed someone . . . if he did, that’s nothing to do with me. I hadn’t seen him for . . . barely seen him since he was sixteen.’

‘Well, that’s the question, isn’t it? Nature versus nurture.’

‘Nature. Always nature.’

‘Thought you’d say that,’ John says with a small, sad smile. ‘I’m going to give Nova Stokoe a bell. I dunno if this Olive will know anything, she mebbes hasn’t seen him for years, but she might’ve.’

A spike of fear shoots through Maureen. They all know that Olive is the one, if any of them, who will get them into trouble. If Nova speaks to her, the entire thing might unravel. They might all end up in prison.

‘Oh, I don’t think that’s necessary,’ she says, trying to keep her voice steady. She puts a hand on John’s arm. ‘Let Nova do her job, hin.’

‘A tip isn’t going to hurt.’

‘It might send her in the wrong direction.’

‘What are you hiding?’ John says, standing up. He looks down at her, frowning, half a foot taller. She feels tiny beside him, like she has shrunk and he has grown, he fills the room and she is nothing. She feels compelled to just tell him everything. She wonders, if she went to prison, if they all did, if he would respect her again. Maybe it would restore the balance in their relationship.

‘Nothing. Nothing else. I just . . . it’s just not your job anymore.’

‘You must really have hated him,’ John says, his lip curling into the closest thing to a sneer she’s ever seen on him.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, you’d think you’d actually want your nephew’s murder solved, wouldn’t you?’
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