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“The female of the species is more deadly than the male.”



— RUDYARD KIPLING, 
The Female of the Species



“If woman had no existence save in the fiction written by men, one would imagine her a person of the utmost importance; very various; heroic and mean; splendid and sordid; infinitely beautiful and hideous in the extreme; as great as a man, some think even greater.”



— VIRGINIA WOOLF, 
A Room of One’s Own



“A woman’s desire for revenge outlasts all other emotions.”



— CYRIL CONNOLLY




ARRIVAL

 Monday 1 June
IT WAS A PLEASURE BOAT.
At least, that’s how owner and skipper George Crane would have described it. It had been bought for pleasure back in the late 1980s when business was thriving, money both plentiful and cheap. He’d bought it to indulge himself. His wife had nagged about the waste of money, but then she suffered from chronic seasickness and wouldn’t set foot on it. She wouldn’t set foot on it, but there were plenty of women who would. Plenty of women for George Crane and his friends. There was Liza, for example, who liked to stand on deck clad only in her bikini bottom, waving at passing vessels. God, Liza, Siren of the South Coast. Where was she now? And all the others: Gail, Tracy, Debbie, Francesca . . . He smiled at the memories: of routes to France, Portugal, Spain; of trips taken around the treacherous British Isles. Trips taken with women aboard, or with women picked up en route. Wine and good food and perhaps a few lines of coke at the end of the evening. Good days, good memories. Memories of the pleasure boat Cassandra Christa.
But no pleasure tonight, the boat gliding across a calm British Channel. This was a business trip, the client below decks. Crane hadn’t caught much more than a glimpse of her as she’d clambered aboard with her rucksack. Brian had gone to help her, but she hadn’t needed any. She was tall, he was certain of that. Dark maybe, as in dark-haired, not dark-skinned. European? He couldn’t say. Brian hadn’t been able to add much either.
“Just asked if she could go below. Better down there than up here getting in the way.”
“She said that?”
Brian shook his head. “All she said was ‘I’m going below.’ Not even a question, more like an order.”
“Did she sound English?”
Brian shrugged. He was a good and honest soul, unburdened by intellect. Still, he would keep his mouth shut about tonight’s work. And he came cheap, since he was already one of George Crane’s employees, one of that dwindling band. The business had overextended itself, that was the problem. Too big a loan to push the business into new areas, areas drying up just as George Crane arrived. More loans to cover the earlier loan . . . It was bad luck. Still, the business would weather it.
Cassandra Christa, however, might not. He’d put word out that she was for sale, and an ad had been placed in a couple of newspapers: one quality Sunday, one daily. There had been just the one phone call so far but it was early days, besides which maybe he wouldn’t have to sell after all. He glanced at his watch. Five minutes short of three in the morning. Crane stifled a yawn.
“Want me to check the cargo?” Brian asked. Crane smiled.
“You stay where you are, you randy little sod. The cargo can look after itself.”
Crane had been told—had been ordered—not to be interested, not to be nosy. No chitchat, no questions. It was just a delivery, that was all. He didn’t know quite what he’d expected. Some chisel-chinned IRA bastard or ex-pat felon. He certainly hadn’t expected a young woman. Young? Well, she moved like a young woman. He had to admit he was intrigued, despite the warning. The worst part would be coming up soon: the landing on the coast. But she spoke English, so that shouldn’t pose any problem even if they were stopped. A midnight cruise, take the boat out, breathe in the ozone, that sort of thing. A nod and a wink to Customs or whoever. They understood these things. The pleasure of making love on the deck of a boat, sky above, water all around. He shivered slightly. It had been a long time. The good days seemed an awful long time ago. But maybe they’d return. A few more runs like this wouldn’t go amiss. Easy money. And to think he’d worried about it for weeks. Shame, really, that he was selling the boat. But if he did a good job, a smooth job of work, they might employ his talents again. Another job or two would save the Cassandra Christa. Another couple of jobs like this one and he’d be home and dry.
“Shoreline, Skip.”
“I told you I don’t like ‘Skip.’ Skipper’s okay.”
“Sorry, Skipper.”
Crane nodded. Brian’s attributes included sharp night vision. Yes, there it was now. The coastline. Hythe and Sandgate probably. Folkestone just a little to the east, their destination. Folkestone was the drop-off, the danger point. Then they’d turn the boat back towards Sandgate, where it had its mooring. More instructions: after depositing the cargo, head back out to sea before making for final mooring. Do not hug the coastline, as this would make them more likely to be spotted.
A silly order really, but he’d been told at the start: you either follow the orders to the letter or you don’t take the job.
“I’ll take the job,” he’d said. But the man had shaken his head.
“Don’t make up your mind so quickly, Mr. Grane.” That was the way he’d said it—“Grane.” He had trouble with consonants. Danish? Something Scandinavian? Or Dutch maybe? “Take your time. You need to be sure for yourself. I’ll telephone you next week. Meantime, happy sailing.”
Happy sailing? Well, plain sailing anyway. Crane didn’t expect trouble. There was no Customs activity to speak of around here these days. Cutbacks. The British coastline was like a net—full of holes through which you could push unseen anything you liked. Crane had been definite about that.
“Not if it’s drugs. I won’t have anything to do with drugs.”
The foreigner had shaken his head slowly. “Nothing like that. It’s just a body.”
“A body?”
“A live body, Mr. Grane. Very much alive. Someone who wants to see England but finds themself stranded on the Continent without a passport.”
“Ah.” Crane had nodded at that. He had his ideas: missing peers, runaways, crooks from the Costa Del Sol who’d decided they’d pay anything for the pleasure of an afternoon in a British boozer. “What about a name then?”
Another shake of the head. “No names, Mr. Grane.”
“So how will I know I’ve got the right person?”
An indulgent smile. “How many people do you think will be in the middle of the English Channel at midnight, waiting to meet a boat?”
Crane had laughed. “Not many, I suppose. Any night in particular?”
“I’ll let you know. I must warn you now, you won’t get much notice, a few hours at most. So make sure you are home every evening. Make sure you remain available. And Mr. Grane . . . ?”
“Yes?”
“Better think up a story to tell your wife.”
His wife! Least of his problems, he’d assured the man. But the man had seemed to know quite a lot about his problems, hadn’t he? The way he’d approached Crane that early morning outside the office, telling him he might have some work for him. But he hadn’t wanted to discuss it in Crane’s office. They’d arranged to meet in a pub instead, that lunchtime.
With nothing to lose but suspecting some kind of trap, Crane had gone along. What he hadn’t told the man was that one of his own men, Mike McKillip, was in the bar too. First sign of trouble, Mike’s orders were to wade in. Mike liked a bit of a dustup, and Crane had slipped him a twenty as drinking money.
But there’d been no dustup, no trap, just a muted conversation, mostly one-way. A business proposition . . . believe you own a boat . . . financial difficulties . . . would like to hire your services. That was the way he’d put it: “I would like to hire your services.” Like George Crane was some tugboat skipper. But then the man had started to talk serious money. He offered £1,000 on acceptance of the contract—he’d called it that too, making it sound like “gontrag”—£2,000 on delivery, and a further and final £2,000 twelve weeks after delivery.
“Three months? How do I know you won’t . . . I mean, I’m not suggesting . . . but all the same.” Crane’s head spun with thoughts of money. He gulped a mouthful of whiskey.
Cue the smile. “You are a businessman, Mr. Grane. Cautious, prudent, and suspicious. You are quite right. But the time lag is so we can assure ourselves of your silence. If we don’t pay, you could go to the police with your story.”
“Hardly! I’d be an accomplice.”
“Nevertheless, you could tell your story. We would rather pay for your silence. Two thousand seems to me a small price to pay for the gift of silence.”
George Crane still wasn’t sure about that. What story could he possibly tell? Still, he’d have done the job for three grand in any case, and three grand was what he’d have by the end of tonight’s little adventure. Three thousand beautiful pounds, a thousand of which had already been lodged in what he called his “Number Four Account,” one of several he’d managed to keep hidden from the Inland Revenue’s sniffer dogs (the same sniffer dogs he’d suspected of laying a trap for him in the first place). There was fifty quid to pay Brian, of course. It didn’t seem much but anything higher and he might start to get suspicious. Fifty was just right for Brian: enough to buy his fidelity but not enough to get him excited.
There were lights along the coast, welcoming lights. He turned to Brian now. “Better tell her we’re home.”
“I think she already knows.”
And here she was, coming in a crouch through the small doorway and onto deck, pulling her rucksack behind her. She stood up straight, stretching her back. She was tall, five-ten or thereabouts. Tall and thin. Hard to tell much more through the waterproof she was wearing. She had a package with her which she held out to Crane. He accepted it.
“Brian,” he said, “take over here for a sec.”
“Right, Skipper.”
Crane made his way to the side of the boat, nearest to the land. There was enough light to see by. He didn’t want Brian to see how much money was involved. He tore open the package and flipped through the wad of notes. Fifties. Looked like about forty of them. Well, he wasn’t going to stand here counting them out like Shylock. He stuffed them into his inside jacket pocket, creating a comfortable bulge, and returned to the wheel. The woman was looking at him, so he nodded towards her. Only towards her, not at her. It was difficult to meet her eyes, difficult to hold their gaze. It wasn’t that she was beautiful or anything (though she might be in daylight). But she was . . . intense. And almost scowling, like she was spoiling for a fight.
“Around the coast a little way yet, Brian,” Crane said. “Just outside the town, that’s the drop.”
“How much longer?” she asked. Yes, European, thought Crane. Probably British, but she looked as if she’d been away for a while.
“Five minutes,” he said. He produced a hip flask from his pocket and unscrewed the top. “A drop of malt,” he explained. “Care for a tot?”
She shook her head, but as he drank deep she said: “Good health.”
He exhaled noisily. “Thank you. And here’s to yours.” Then he passed the near-depleted flask to Brian, who finished it off in a mouthful.
“We’ve got a dinghy.” Crane announced. It was good policy to look helpful if he wanted future contracts. “We can row you ashore.”
“I’ll swim. Just get me close.”
“The water’s freezing,” Brian protested. “You’ll catch your death.”
But she was shaking her head.
“And what about your bag?”
“It’s waterproof, and so am I.”
“It’ll sink like a —”
She was taking off the waterproof, slipping out of her shoes, undoing her jeans. The two men watched. Underneath, she was wearing a one-piece black bathing suit.
“I must get one of those for the wife,” Crane muttered.
She was stuffing her clothes into the rucksack. “I’ll change back when I reach shore.”
Brian, staring at her long white legs, seemed to be picturing this. Truth be told, Crane was picturing it, too. She might not be beautiful, but she had a body. Christ, she had a body.
“Thanks for the thought,” she said finally with a slight twist of her lips. It was as if she’d been reading their minds.
“It’s been a pleasure,” said Crane. “A pleasure.”
They dropped her off and watched for a few moments as she struck for shore. She swam strongly, dragging the rucksack after her. They were no more than a hundred yards from land. It looked like she’d make it with ease. Then Crane remembered his orders.
“Back out to sea with her, Brian. We’ll come around to Sandgate. Home before dawn with a bit of luck.”
“She was something, wasn’t she, Skip?” Brian was still gazing towards shore.
“Yes, son,” admitted Crane. “She was something.”
She changed quickly. The rucksack contained quite a lot, including several changes of clothes and shoes. It also contained air pockets to help keep it afloat. She deflated these. The rucksack had been heavier early on in the evening. She smiled at the memory. Wrapped in polyethylene in an already waterproofed pocket was a diary, and beside it some odds and ends of makeup. The makeup was like a talisman to her. Makeup was the beginning of disguise. What else was in the rucksack? You could tell a lot about a woman from the contents of her bag. If you tried hard, this rucksack would tell you a lot too. Passport, driver’s license, money. A few small tools. Some packages of what looked like plasticine. A tarot pack. A handgun. That was about it.
She didn’t look out to sea, but she listened to it. The steady clash of waves, the whistling wind. Exhilarating. Her hair, pinned back, was still drying quickly, her scalp chilled by the wind. A sharp salt smell clung to her. Her eyes were closed slightly as she listened. Then, in the distance, she heard a loudish pop, there and then not there. Like the meeting of balloon and pin at a children’s party. She knew she had measured the amount of the charge well, and had placed it well, too, down in the bowels of the boat. The hole blown in the hull would be a couple of yards in diameter. The vessel would sink in seconds, seconds of shock and horror for its crew. And if the explosion didn’t kill the two men outright . . . well, what chance of their reaching land? No chance for the older man, minimal for the younger. Minimal was as much as she liked to leave to chance. But she hung around for a while anyway, just in case anyone did reach shore. There was a certain amount of shelter, so she did not freeze. In fact, the breeze was growing almost warm. Or perhaps she was just getting used to being back.
No sign of the two men. She waited seventy-five minutes, then unpinned her long hair, letting it fall forwards over her face. A simple trick, but one which reduced her age by several years, especially when she was not wearing makeup. She thought of the boat a final time. It would be a mere oil slick now. Perhaps banknotes were floating on the tide. Useless things anyway.
She made her way to the main road and began to walk. Hitching along the south coast. Going to visit a friend in Margate. (Or Cliftonville: dare she say Cliftonville?) Didn’t get a lift out of Folkestone, so spent the night there, sleeping rough by the roadside . . .
That was the story she would tell to whichever motorist picked her up. Someone would pick her up. Some man, most probably. She was a single woman, young. They might lecture her about the dangers of hitching alone. She would listen. She was a good listener. A lorry driver might even go out of his way and take her to Margate or Cliftonville in a single run. Of course, he would expect a favor in return, something more than her good ear. Her good mouth maybe. But that was all right. That wasn’t a problem for her. She was someone else after all, wasn’t she? And tomorrow she would be someone else again . . .

 CASSANDRA

 Tuesday 2 June
EVERYONE IN THE COLLATOR’S OFFICE had what might be termed a “clerical mind.” Which is to say that they were scrupulous in their filing. They were, in fact, a kind of pre-information technology production line, feeding data into the central computer. This was their purpose in the Collator’s Office. It was up to the computer to decide whether some news item or other might be important. The computer was capable of taking a petrol station holdup in Kelso, the abduction of a girl in Doncaster, and the finding of a body in rural Wales, and making of them a pattern.
But most of the time it didn’t. Most of the time it just sat wherever it sat, a glutton’s bottomless stomach, ingesting story after story, item after item, without excreting anything in return. A lot of false roads were taken, a lot of palpable nonsense spewed up by the computer. And occasionally a nugget of truth, but not often. No, not very often.
There were times when Collator’s Assistant Jack Constant thought that the only things keeping him sane were the editions of French newspapers which he brought into work with him. Constant thought he’d plumbed the depths of boredom and futility during his yearlong stint as clerical assistant in the office of Her Majesty’s Collector of Taxes. He’d spent the year sending out demands and reminders and final notices, noting payments and passing the nonpayers on to his boss. A year of ledgers, producing in him a ledger mentality. But then computerization had “saved” him by taking over his most onerous tasks, and a series of shuffles between departments had seen him dropped finally into the Collator’s Office. The pit.
“So how goes the Font of All Knowledge?” asked Cynthia Crockett, a fellow CA. Each day, sometimes in the morning, sometimes after the lunch break, she asked this question with the same quizzical smile. Maybe she thought it was funny.
“Foak knows,” replied Constant, FOAK being the Font of All Knowledge, the central computer. Another CA, Jim Wilson, had another name for it. He called it the Fat Controller or, when in a bad temper, even the Fat Bastard. He’d once come into work wearing a T-shirt printed with the legend WHO’S THAT FAT BASTARD? Mr. Grayson, the office head, had summoned him into the inner sanctum for a quiet, disciplined word about dress code.
Afterwards, Wilson had not been mollified. “Wants us wearing suits and bloody ties. I mean, it’s not like we’re dealing with the public, is it? We never see anyone. Nobody except old Grayskull himself.”
But he hadn’t worn the T-shirt again.
Constant suffered his colleagues, even “old Grayskull” of the shiny head and tweed-knit ties, drifting towards his pension. Mr. Grayson’s wife packed him exactly two salmon sandwiches, one apple, and one small chocolate biscuit for his lunch every day. Yvette would never do that. It would be a fresh baguette and some Camembert, maybe with pickles or a small salad with vinaigrette. The French took their food seriously, and Yvette, Constant’s girlfriend, was French. She lived in Le Mans, which meant that they met only for holidays and occasional frantic weekends (trips barely sustainable on a CA’s salary, not when his phone bill was so big). Yvette was still studying, but would soon come to England for good. She’d get a job as French assistant in some school. They would be together.
Meantime, he had his newspapers. Usually Le Monde but occasionally one of the others. He read them to improve his French, and also because Yvette didn’t seem so far away while he was reading. So, whenever a break was due, Jack would reach into his desk drawer and bring out his French newspaper, something to digest with the unspeakable coffee.
He read the snippet of news again. It was squeezed onto the front page below a much longer story about forest fires in the Mediterranean. A boat had sunk in the Channel, barely twenty kilometers from its home port of Calais. There were no survivors. Four sailors dead. The story jogged Jack Constant’s memory. He’d filed a story earlier in the day, something about a boat sinking off the south coast of England. Coincidence? He wondered if he should mention it to someone. He looked up from the paper and saw that Mr. Grayson had appeared from his inner sanctum. He was looking around as though bewildered to find himself there. He saw Constant looking at him and decided to approach for a conversation. Another day, someone else would suffer. Past the computer screens and the brown file cases and the newspaper cuttings and the printouts and the fax sheets he came. Past the clack of keyboards and the sizzle of disk memories. Towards Jack Constant.
“Jack.”
Constant confirmed this with a nod.
“Everything quiet?”
“Quiet as it gets, sir.”
Grayson nodded seriously. “Good.” His breath smelled of salmon. With a sad half-smile, he began to turn away.
Why not? thought Constant. It might pep the old bugger up a bit. “Oh, sir?” he said. “I’ve got a story here might be of interest.”
Mr. Grayson seemed to doubt this. To be honest, Constant was doubting it, too.

Wednesday 3 June
IN THE SERVICE, THERE WAS always someone above you. But the information ladder could splinter— a missing rung. The information ladder depended on people like Jack Constant reporting something to someone like Mr. Grayson. And it depended on Grayson’s instinct or “nose,” his ability to weed out what was interesting from what really was mere coincidence. The information was then passed up the ladder to his superior, who might make further inquiries before either filing the piece or passing it on to someone more senior yet.
These were lofty heights now. Working from his own small office, Grayson had never met his superior’s superior. He’d once received an inquiry from that person. The inquiry had been dealt with as a priority. Mr. Grayson’s office had never had to deal with inquiries from yet higher officials.
The item, the bare comparison of two sinkings on a single night, was passed quickly from rung to rung until it reached an office somewhere in central London where a twenty-five-year-old man, only two years older than Jack Constant himself, read it. He was humming an aria and chewing a pencil and had his legs stretched out in front of him, one foot crossed over the other. He had pushed his seat out from his desk to facilitate this, his legs being too long to stretch beneath the desk itself. There was a wall immediately in front of the desk, with memos and postcards and fire instructions pinned to it.
He read the item through three times. Spotted in Le Monde of all places. Either somebody was on the ball or this man . . . what was the name, Grayson? Yes, this man Grayson ran a tight ship. Poor metaphor under the circumstances. The item had grown unwieldy by now, attached as it was to notes from the various offices through which it had passed. But though unwieldy, it was also irritatingly flimsy, constructed from thin sheets of fax paper. It had been faxed (standard practice) by the last office to see it. The real thing would turn up here eventually, but the fax was supposed to save valuable time. Michael Barclay did not like faxes. For a start, no matter how often the Engineering Section explained it to him, he couldn’t see how they were safe from a tap. Tap into a fax line with your own fax, and you’d get a copy of anything sent to the original machine. Codes could be decoded, scramblers unscrambled. As he’d told his colleagues from Engineering, “If you can make something, you can unmake it.” To prove his point, he’d rigged up his own interception device. It had worked, just, proving his point if nothing else. After all, Government Communications made a living from information intercepts, as did the listening posts dotted around the UK. If anything, there was an intelligence overload these days. Too much information to assimilate.
Assimilate? There was too much to sift, never mind taking any of it in. Which was why this little story interested him. It was a fluke that it had come this far. The image that popped into his head was of a particular sperm breaching an egg. A fluke. This fluke called life: those very words were printed on a memo above his desk.
Well, this particular fluke did have its curiosity aspect. It would bear investigation. There was only one thing for it. Barclay would have to show it to his superior.
Michael Barclay did not think of himself as a spy. Nor would he even say he belonged to the secret service or the security service—though he’d agree security was at the root of much of his work. If pressed, he might nod towards the word “Intelligence.” He liked the word. It meant knowing a lot. And “Intelligence” meant knowing at least as much as and preferably more than anyone else. This was the problem with the word “spy.” It belonged to the old days, the Cold War days and before. Breaking and entering, sleeping with the enemy, microfilm and microphones in ties and tunnels under embassies.
These days, there was no black and white: everyone spied on everyone else. This was no revelation; it had always been the case, but it was more open now. More open and more closed. Spy satellites were toys only the very rich and paranoid could play with. The spying community had grown larger, all-encompassing, but it had also grown smaller, forming itself into an elite. All change.
He’d actually used the word “paranoid” in one of his selection board interviews. A calculated risk. If the service didn’t want to think of itself as paranoid, it would have to recruit those who suspected it of paranoia. Well, he’d passed the exams and the tests and the interviews. He’d passed the initiation and the regular assessments. He’d begun his own slow crawl up the ladder. And he’d seen that the world was changing.
No spies anymore. Now there were only the technicians. Take telemetry for example. Who the hell knew what all that garble of information meant? Who knew how to ungarble it? Only the technicians. Machines might talk to machines, but it took a wonderful human mind to listen in and comprehend. Barclay had done his bit. He’d studied electronic engineering. He’d been a dab hand with a few microchips and LEDs ever since his early teens, when he’d constructed his own digital clock. At sixteen he’d been building loudspeakers and amplifiers. And at seventeen he’d bugged the girls’ showers at his school.
At university he’d been “noticed”: that was the way they’d phrased it. His work on long-range surveillance had been noticed. His grasp of geostationary satellite technology had been noticed. His special project on miniaturization had been noticed. Fortunately, nobody noticed that he’d cribbed a lot of the project from early R&D done by Japanese hi-fi companies. A career path lay ahead of him, full of interest and variety and opportunities for further learning. A career in Intelligence.
Michael Barclay, Intelligence Technician. Except that he’d ended up here instead.
He didn’t need to knock at Joyce Parry’s door. It was kept wide open. There was some argument in the office as to why. Was it to keep an eye on them? Or to show solidarity with them? Or to show them how hard she worked? Most of the theories bubbled to the surface on Friday evenings in the Bull by the Horns, the frankly dreadful pub across the road from the office block. The Bull was a 1960s creation which looked no better for its 1980s refitting. In the ’80s, refitting had meant a lot of fake wood, eccentric ornaments, and books by the yard. The effect was kitsch Edwardian Steptoe and Son, with sad beer and sad graffiti in the gents’. But on the occasional Friday night, they managed somehow to turn the Bull into a cozy local, full of laughter and color. It was amazing what a few drinks could do.
Joyce Parry’s door was closed.
Unexpected refusal at first hurdle. Barclay, who had rolled the fax sheets into a scroll the better to brandish them, now tapped the scroll against his chin. Well, no matter. She was in conference perhaps. Or out of the office. (That was one thing: when Mrs. Parry wasn’t at home, her office door stayed firmly locked.) Barclay might do a little work meantime, so he could present her with not only the original item but with his notes and additions. Yes, why not show he was willing?
John Greenleaf had the feeling that somewhere in the world, every second of the day, someone was having a laugh at his expense. It stood to reason, didn’t it? He’d seen it happen with jokes. You made up a joke, told it to someone in a pub, and three months later while on holiday in Ecuador, some native told the joke back to you. Because all it took was one person to tell two or three people, and for them to tell their friends. Like chain letters, or was it chain mail? All it took was that first person, that someone who might say: “I know a man called Greenleaf. Guess who he works for? Special Branch! Greenleaf of the Branch!” Three months later they were laughing about it in Ecuador.
Inspector John Greenleaf, ex-Met and now—but for how long?—working for Special Branch. So what? There were plenty of butchers called Lamb. It shouldn’t bother him. He knows Greenleaf is a nice name, women keep telling him so. But he can’t shift the memory of last weekend out of his mind. Doyle’s party. If you could call twenty men, two hundred pints of beer, and a stripper a “party.” Greenleaf had debated skipping it altogether, then had decided he’d only get a slagging from Doyle if he didn’t go. So along he went, along to a gym and boxing school in the East End. That was typical of Hardman Doyle, who fancied himself with the fists. Raw animal smell to the place, and the beer piled high on a trestle table. No food: a curry house was booked for afterwards. There had been five or six of them in front of the table, and others spread out across the gym. Some were puffing on the parallel bars or half-vaulting the horse. Two took wild swings at punching bags. And the five or six of them in front of the table . . . They all muttered their greetings as he arrived, but he’d heard the words that preceded him:
“—eenleaf of the Branch, geddit?”
He got it. Nothing was said. Doyle, his smile that of a used-car salesman, slapped him on the back and handed over a can of beer.
“Glad you could make it, John. Party’s been a bit lackluster without you.” Doyle took another can from the table, shook it mightily, veins bulging above both eyes, then tapped the shoulder of some unsuspecting guest.
“Here you go, Dave.”
“Cheers, Doyle.”
Doyle winked at Greenleaf and waited for Dave to unhook the pull tab . . .
And Greenleaf, Greenleaf of the Branch, he laughed as hard as any of them, and drank as much, and whistled at the stripper, and ate lime chutney with his madras . . . And felt nothing. As he feels nothing now.
New Scotland Yard . . . Special Branch . . . this is supposed to be Big Time for a copper. But Greenleaf has noticed something curious. He has noticed the truth of the saying “It takes a thief to catch a thief.” Some of his present colleagues don’t seem so different from the villains they pull in. As narrow-minded as terrorists, as devious as smugglers. Doyle was a good example, though effective at his job. He just didn’t mind cutting corners. Doyle refused to see the world in black and white, as a sharply defined Us and Them, while Greenleaf did. For him there were the good guys and then there were the enemy. The enemy was out there and was not to be suffered. If it was useful as an informant, then fine, use it. But don’t reward it afterwards. Don’t let it slink away. Lock it up.
“John?”
“Sir?”
“My office.”
Oh hell, now what? His last big job had been putting together a report on aspects of security at the forthcoming London summit. It had taken him a fortnight, working weekends and nights. He’d been proud of the finished result, but no one had commented on it—yet. Now here was the Old Man himself, the Chief, the Boss, here was Commander Bill Trilling, summoning him into the office which smelled perpetually of peppermint.
“Sit down, John. Mint?”
“No thanks, sir.”
Trilling took out a sweet and slipped it into his mouth. It was seven months since he’d given up smoking and he was up to four packs of mints a day. His teeth were in ruins and he’d gained half a stone—half a stone he could ill afford. Seated in his chair, with its high armrests, he looked as though it would take a crowbar to get him out again. There was a sheet of paper on the notoriously tidy desk in front of him but no sign of Greenleaf’s report. He picked up the paper.
“Bit of a job for you, John. May be something or nothing. A sinking off Folkestone. We’ve been asked to look into it. Happened a couple of days ago. Can’t say I saw anything about it.”
It was well known that Trilling only ever looked at two newspapers, the Financial Times and the Sporting Life. He was a betting man, sometimes putting his money on a surefire stock or share, sometimes a horse or dog. Nobody really knew how successful he was, since he didn’t share information, even when goaded by Doyle.
“I think I read about it in my paper, sir.”
“Did you? Good, well . . .” Trilling handed over the sheet. “Report back when you’ve got anything.”
“How far do I take it, sir?”
“As far as a day trip to Folkestone. Better liaise with Doyle.”
“Doyle, sir?”
“I’ve put him onto the French end.” Greenleaf looked puzzled. “Didn’t I say? Another boat sank the same night off Calais. We’re to look for a connection. Doyle speaks passable French apparently.”
A day out in Calais for Doyle, an afternoon in Folkestone for Greenleaf. Typical.
“As I say, liaise with Doyle. You might even consider traveling down together. But see what you can do by telephone first. We don’t want expensive outings on office time if we can avoid it, not with them counting how many paper clips we use. Like the man says, John, value for money. Maybe you should write a letter rather than use the phone.”
The Commander was smiling. This was how people knew he’d made a joke.

 Thursday 4 June
HIS FIRST “LIAISON” WITH DOYLE was at eleven the next morning.
“Bring your chair over,” Doyle said, thereby seizing the initiative: the meeting would take place at Doyle’s desk, in Doyle’s territory. Greenleaf lifted his heavy metal-framed chair with both hands, first resting his notes on the seat of the chair itself. But as he was placing it in front of Doyle’s desk, the notes slewed floorwards. Doyle affected not to notice. His own notes, Greenleaf noticed, were neatly word processed: not because he’d labored hard, but because he had a “close friend” in the typing pool. No doubt she’d ignored more important work this morning so she could prepare these sheets for Doyle. It all looked efficient, a single paper clip holding the whole lot together. Doyle now slid the paper clip from the corner of the sheets and let it fall to the floor. He spread the sheets in front of him.
“Right,” he said, “what have you got?”
“A small touring boat,” Greenleaf said from memory. “Must have sunk about two miles off the coast, just south of Folkestone. There was an automatic alarm system on board which alerted the coast guard. The system only operates in two situations: when set off by a crew member or when it’s exposed to water. No sign of the boat itself, just some debris and oil and the two bodies.”
“Postmortems?”
“I’m waiting for the reports.”
“What time did all this happen?”
“The alarm went off at three-twenty-seven.”
“The French boat sank around three,” Doyle added. “So who was on board?”
“Two men. George Crane and Brian Perch.”
“Crane and Perch?” Greenleaf nodded, and Doyle produced a gust of laughter. “Were they out fishing?”
“Not fishing. If anything, the boat was a pleasure cruiser. You know, a sort of motorized yacht. I don’t know much about sailing, but that’s what they tell me.”
“So what were they doing out at that time of night?”
“Nobody knows.”
“Where had they been?”
Greenleaf shook his head. “Crane’s widow didn’t even know he was taking the boat out. He told her he was going for a drive. He suffered from insomnia, she says. All Perch’s family know is that he was doing a job for Crane. The boat’s mooring is along the coast from Folkestone, a place called Sandgate.”
“But the boat itself was nearer Folkestone when it went down?”
“Other side of Folkestone from Sandgate.”
Doyle tapped his fingers against the edge of the desk. His suit looked crumpled but comfortable. Greenleaf, on the other hand, felt as if he was wearing a restraint of some kind. Time to buy a new jacket or start a diet. “What did Crane do?” Doyle asked.
“Had his own building firm.”
Doyle stopped tapping and reached into his jacket, scratching slowly. “Figures with a name like that. Do you know why the boat sank?”
“They’re going to try to recover it this afternoon, for what it’s worth.”
Doyle brought his hand out of his jacket. “I can tell you what they’ll find.”
“What?”
Doyle smiled and looked down at the sheets spread across the desk in front of him. Eventually he looked up. “They’re a bit quicker off the mark than us across the Channel. They haven’t quite got the boat up yet, but the postmortem’s been done. I spoke to the pathologiste this morning.” He smiled again. Greenleaf hated him for the way he’d dropped the French pronunciation into his speech. “Docteur Lagarde had some interesting things to say. Incidentally, they reckon there were four on board the vessel. It was a fishing boat, registered in Calais.”
“So what does the doctor say?”
Doyle smiled at Greenleaf’s impatience. “Well, for a start, the bodies suffered some puncture wounds.”
“What sort?”
“Splinters of wood, metal, glass. Lagarde took a nine-incher out of some poor sod. Embedded itself in the stomach and punctured the heart.”
“Meaning there was force behind it?”
“Oh, yes, there was force all right. Upwards force. And burn marks, too. One of the bodies in particular was badly scorched.”
“An explosion,” Greenleaf commented.
“Absolutely.”
“Anything else?”
“Only what they found floating around in the surface oil. Hundred-dollar bills. Fifteen of them, not in very good nick. They got a couple of serial numbers. The Americans are checking.”
“Fifteen hundred dollars. What do you reckon, drugs?”
“Drugs or arms, but probably drugs.”
“You think the two boats met mid-Channel?”
“It’s an idea. There’s only one way to tell for sure. We need the PM results from Folkestone. Want me to give you a lift?”
“What?”
Doyle leaned down behind his desk and raised a bulging holdall high. “I’m off to Calais on the evening ferry. Spending the night there, do a bit of sniffing tomorrow, then hit the hypermarché before heading back. I got the nod from Trilling an hour ago.”
“The luck of the Irish.”
Doyle’s face darkened a little. What had he said? Ah, Doyle was very touchy about his name’s Irishness, was he? Got you, thought Greenleaf, got you!
When Doyle spoke, he was still subdued. “I’ve got to alter my headlights, dip them the right way, but after that, I’m ready to leave. So if you’re heading for Folkestone . . .”
“I’ll take my own car, thanks.”
“Suit yourself,” said Doyle. He seemed to be staring at Greenleaf’s straining suit as he said it.
“I wish you’d come to me with this earlier, Michael.”
It wasn’t quite the opening line Michael Barclay had expected from his boss. Joyce Parry sat there, invulnerable behind thick-rimmed spectacles, his report held up in front of her. Having glanced at it for effect, she laid it back down and slipped off her glasses. They hung around her neck by a string, and she let them dangle against her chest. From time to time, they grazed the triple string of Ciro pearls resting just below her throat. Her throat, thought Barclay, was the oldest part of her, permanently lined and stretched. Her good legs, face, and hair might say early forties, but the neck gave the lie to this. Late forties, the neck said to Barclay.
“Sit down,” Joyce Parry’s mouth told him.
Barclay had always believed that he was attractive to women. To women and to men, actually. He had used his good looks and steady unblinking gaze to good effect both socially and professionally. He felt that he’d always got on well with Joyce Parry, being at his charming best in her office and at meetings where she was present. So much so in fact that someone had sent him an anonymous Valentine addressed: “To the creeping, slimy, boss-loving toad.” The card was pinned above his desk, its sender still a mystery.
Barclay didn’t mind it. He didn’t mind envy in the workplace. He didn’t mind that others thought he was getting on well with the boss. He’d always imagined that there was something special between Mrs. Parry and him. He might almost have called it a “special relationship.”
And now this.
“I really wish you’d shown me this earlier, Michael.” She used his first name softly, the sentence fading away, to show that she was disappointed in him. As he sat in front of her, his legs felt overlong and clumsy. He rested his hands on his knees, hiding them.
“I did try, but you were —”
“You should have tried later. Any news from Commander Trilling?”
“Just that he has two men working on it. One of them’s off to France, the other to Folkestone.”
“A bit too early for Special Branch,” she said. “You should have done some digging of your own first. You should have spoken to me first.” Now the endings of her sentences were like stabs at him. “You jumped the gun.” She nodded slowly towards him, letting this sink in, then wheeled her chair to the corner of her desk where it met with another in an L-shape. Her main desk was all paperwork, but on the side desk stood a computer, the screen angled just enough that no one sitting where Barclay was could see it. This large desk also hosted printer and modem, while in a far corner of the room sat a fax machine and document shredder. There were three telephones on the main desk. One of them rang just as she was accessing the computer. She pushed her chair back into place and, instead of lifting the receiver, hit one of the buttons.
“Mrs. Parry here,” she said, swiveling back to her computer screen.
A small female voice came from the telephone’s loudspeaker. “I checked the computer files —”
“I told you not to bother, didn’t I?”
“Yes, but I —”
“Mr. Elder belongs to the pre-microchip days. He believed in paper files.”
Sensible man, thought Barclay. Elder . . . the name was familiar. The voice was speaking again.
“Yes, well, I’ve got those files, too.”
“Good,” said Joyce Parry. “All I need to know is . . . no, on second thought, bring them in here.”
Once more she wheeled back, this time to cut the connection. Then forwards again, her fingers fast on the keyboard. Barclay knew that his superior had computer clearance far above his own. He knew too that he could beat the computer system, given time and the will. If he wanted to, he could access anything. If he wanted to.
“Ah, here we are,” said Joyce Parry. He studied her profile. Classically English, whatever that meant. The way she raised her chin as she read from the screen. A long straightish nose, thin lips, short well-kept hair, showing just a little gray. Gray eyes, too. She was one of those women who grow better looking as they get older. She pressed a few more keys, checked that the printer was on, then pressed two more keys. The laser printer began its quick, quiet work. She swiveled back to the main desk and handed the first sheet to him. He had to rise from his chair to take it. The paper was still warm from the machine.
There was a sudden tapping on the wide-open door. Parry signaled for the secretary to come in. She was carrying two bulging folders tied securely with what looked like shoelaces.
“Thanks, Angela, leave them on the desk.” Joyce Parry extracted two more sheets from the printer. Barclay tried to concentrate on the piece of paper he was holding, but it was difficult not to stare at those two files, the files of someone called Elder. The name definitely stirred a memory, but this wasn’t the time for reflection. Joyce Parry began untying the shoelaces while Barclay read from the laser-printed page.
The report was dated six years before, and had been filed originally by the CIA before being passed along “for information” to the British authorities. What Barclay now held was formed as a précis, as abridged by D. Elder.
“On 16 May,” he read, “a small fishing boat left the South Korean port of Pusan. Crew of six. Known and well liked in the port. No hint that the crew were involved in any illegal activities prior to this time, though most boatmen in the area regard smuggling as above the law anyway.
“On 17 May, debris and bodies (six) washed up on the island of Mishima, off the Japanese mainland. Earlier reported sighting of the boat near the Japanese coastal town of Susa. No reason why boat should have been in this area. Skipper/owner an experienced sailor. Scale of damage to vessel suggested an explosion rather than collision, grounding, etc. However, no report of anyone seeing or hearing a blast. (Southern-Asian ears and eyes not always fully functional. Remember, to them, pirates are still an occupational hazard rather than a 1930s Errol Flynn film.)”
Barclay smiled and started on the second sheet.
“Investigation undertaken by Japanese and South Korean authorities. No further evidence uncovered up to date of this report. However, there was talk in Pusan of a young woman who had been seen talking with the boat’s owner in a bar a few days prior to the final voyage. She is described as being tall with short dark hair, probably speaking English.
“From 18-20 May, International Conference for World Peace (ICWP) based at various locations in Hiroshima, Japan. Conference attended by 240 delegates from forty-six countries, supplemented by invited guests (e.g.: from Japanese universities, media) and then, to some events, general public. World media invited to attend. Four intelligence agents among those accepting. (See file no. CI/46377/J/DE.) Six keynote speeches given prominence during conference. Other activities included film shows, art exhibition, theater events, and concert by Music for Peace (the latter with its HQ in London, investigated 1984: see file no. UK/0/223660/L/JP).”
JP: Joyce Parry initials. Barclay was beginning to sense what this was all about. His hands grew clammy, sticking to the sheet as he read on.
“On closing day, 20 May, final keynote address was to be given by international peace activist Jerome Hassan (CI/ 38225/ USP/DG). However, Mr. Hassan was taken ill with suspected food poisoning and his speech (much abbreviated—Hassan was known to work by improvisation) was delivered by a colleague, Dr. Danielle Brecht.
“Mr. Hassan died in hospital on evening of 20 May, just as live telecast at closing concert was beaming messages by pop and film luminaries into Japan.
“Postmortem was carried out on morning of 21 May, with Mr. Hassan’s hotel (and over 100 diners from the previous day) keenly awaiting findings. Laboratory analysis showed atropine poisoning. (Atropine is an alkaline found in Deadly Nightshade. From the Greek atropos, ‘the Fate that cuts the thread of life.’)
“While still conscious, but thought to be delirious, Hassan spoke of a girl, a student probably. He spoke of her ‘beauty and generosity.’ Hotel staff when interviewed acknowledged that on the night of 19 May, a young woman had accompanied Mr. Hassan to his room. No one saw her leave, despite a twenty-four-hour reception area. Descriptions given varied. One assessed her height at nearly six foot, another at only five foot six. One said black hair, another brown. Hair was probably cropped short, and woman was fair-skinned, though tanned. European perhaps, or Asian. No one heard her speak. She had crossed the lobby with Mr. Hassan and entered the lift with him. She was dressed in black denims, light T-shirt, light-colored jacket. Mr. Hassan was carrying a plastic carrier bag weighed down with books. Reception staff got the impression the bag belonged to the woman.
“Woman has never been traced. Hassan’s previous sexual history questioned. (Widow not forthcoming.) As a footnote, woman’s entry to the country was clumsy, creating immediate suspicion. And her use of atropine, or at least the dosage used, was also clumsy, since it allowed the victim time to talk before dying. Pity is, he did not say anything useful.
“See: WITCH file.
“Final footnote: Susa is c. fifty miles from Hiroshima.”
Barclay turned to the third and final sheet, expecting more. But all he read were edited newspaper reports of Jerome Hassan’s murder, mentioning poison and the mysterious young woman. A jealous lover was hinted at. He looked up and saw that Joyce Parry was immersed in the contents of one of the Elder files. He glanced through his own sheets again, quite liking Elder’s tone—the explanation of the word “atropine”; the mention of the final night’s rock concert; that nice late mention that Hassan was a married man.
“You see the coincidence,” Parry said without warning. She was looking at him now. “An assassin is dropped off on the Japanese mainland and then destroys the boat which landed her. Now, six years later, something similar occurs.”
Barclay considered this. “Special Branch are thinking more along the lines of drugs or arms.”
“Exactly. And that’s why I’d rather you hadn’t alerted them this early on. They may be off on half a dozen wild goose chases. Then, if we approach them with new information, they’ll wonder why we didn’t come up with it sooner. Do you see what I mean?” Her glasses glinted. Barclay was nodding.
“It makes us look bad.”
“It makes me look bad.” She wetted two fingers with the tip of her tongue and turned a page.
“What’s the Witch file?” Barclay asked.
But she was busy reading, too busy to answer. She seemed to be suppressing an occasional smile, as though reminiscing. Eventually she glanced up at him again.
“The Witch file doesn’t exist. It was an idea of Mr. Elder’s.”
“So what is Witch?”
She closed the file carefully, and thought for a moment before speaking. “I think it would be best if you asked Dominic Elder that, don’t you?”
Once a year, the fairground came to Cliftonville.
Cliftonville liked to think itself the genteel equivalent of next-door neighbor Margate. It attracted coach tours, retired people. The younger holidaymakers usually made for Margate. So did the weekenders, down from London for a spot of seaside mayhem. But Cliftonville was struggling with a different problem, a crisis of identity. Afternoon bingo and a deck chair in front of the promenade organist just weren’t enough. Candy floss and an arcade of one-armed bandits weren’t enough. Too much of the town lingered in the 1950s. Few wanted the squeal and glitter of the ’90s, yet without them the town would surely die, just as its clientele was dying.
If the town council had wanted to ask about survival, they might have consulted someone at the traveling fairground. It had changed, too. The rides had become a little more “daring” and more expensive. Barnaby’s Gun Stall was a good example. The original Barnaby (whose real name had been Eric) had used rifles which fired air-propelled corks at painted tins. But Barnaby had died in 1978. His brother Randolph had replaced the cork guns with proper pellet-firing rifles, using circular targets attached to silhouette human figures. But then Randolph had succumbed to alcohol and the charms of a woman who hated the fair, so his son Keith—the present Barnaby—had taken over. Nowadays the Gun Stall boasted serious entertainment in the form of an automatic-firing air gun rigged up to a compression pump. This machine gun could fire one hundred large-bore pellets every minute. You just had to keep your finger on the trigger. The young men paid their money gladly, just to feel the sheer exhilaration of that minute’s lethal action. Afterwards, the target would be brought forward. Keith still used cardboard circles marked off from the outer to the small black bull’s-eye, and attached to the heart of a human silhouette. The thing about the automatic was, it couldn’t be said to be accurate. If enough pellets hit the target, the cardboard was reduced to tatters. But more often than not, the kids missed, dazed by the recoil and the noise and the speed.
The more dazed they were, the more likely they were to come back for more. It was a living. And yet in other ways the fair was very much an old-fashioned place. It had its ghost train and its waltzers, though this evening the ghost train was closed. There were smells of spun sugar and diesel, and the scratchy sounds of the next-to-latest pop records. Onions, the roar of machinery, and three-balls-for-fifty-pee at the kiddie stalls.
Gypsy Rose Pellengro’s small caravan was still attached to her Volvo station wagon, as though she was thinking of heading off. On a board outside the caravan door were letters of thanks from grateful clients. These letters were looking rather frail, and none of them seemed to include the date on which it had been written. Beside them was a scrawled note announcing GYPSY ROSE BACK IN AN HOUR.
The two windows of the caravan were tightly closed and covered with thick net curtains. Inside, it was much like any holiday caravan. The small sink still held two unwashed plates, and on the table sat not a crystal ball but a portable black-and-white television, hooked up to the battery of the Volvo. The interior was lit by propane, the wall-mounted lamps roaring away. A woman was watching TV.
There was a knock at the door.
“Come in, sir, please,” she called, rising to switch off the set. The door was pulled open and a man climbed into the caravan. He was so tall that he had to stoop to avoid the ceiling. He was quite young, very thin, and dark-skinned.
“How did you know it was a man?” he asked, taking in the scene around him.
“I saw you peering in through the window.”
The man smiled at this, and Gypsy Rose Pellengro laughed, showing the four gold teeth in her mouth. “What can I do for you, sir? Didn’t you see the notice outside?”
“Yes. But I really would like my fortune told.” He paused, stroking a thick black mustache, before adding meaningfully: “I think I have a lucky future ahead of me.”
Gypsy Rose nodded, not that she’d been in any doubt. “Then you’ve come to the right place,” she said. “I’m in the futures market myself. Would you like to sit down?”
“No, thank you, I’ll just leave this . . .” He reached inside his jacket and brought out a large brown envelope. As he made to place it on the table in front of the woman, she snatched at his wrist and turned his palm upwards.
“Yes,” she said, releasing it after a moment. “I can see you’ve been disappointed in love, but don’t worry. The right woman isn’t so very far away.”
He seemed scandalized that she had dared to touch him. He rubbed at his wrist, standing over her, his black pupils shadowed by his eyebrows. For a moment, violence was very close. But the woman just sat there with her old, stubborn look. Weary, too. There was nothing he could do to her that hadn’t already been done. So instead he turned and, muttering foreign sounds, pushed open the caravan door, slamming it shut behind him so hard that it bounced back open again. Now Gypsy Rose could see out onto the slow procession of fairground visitors, some of whom stared back.
Slowly, she rose from the table, closed and locked the door, and returned to her seat, switching on the television. From time to time she fingered the large brown envelope. Eventually, when enough time had passed, she got up and pulled her shawl around her. She left the lamps burning in the caravan but locked the door behind her when she left. The air was hot, the night sticky. She moved quickly, expertly, through the crowds, occasionally slipping between two stalls and behind the vans and lorries, picking her way over cables, looking behind her to see if anyone was following. Then back between two more stalls and into the crowd again. Her path seemed to lack coordination, so that at one point, she’d almost doubled back to her starting point before striking off in another direction. In all, she walked for nearly fifteen tiring minutes. Fifteen minutes for a journey of less than four hundred yards.
Darkness had fallen, and the atmosphere of the fair had grown darker and more restless, too. The children were home in bed, still excited and not asleep, but safe. Tough-speaking teenagers had taken over the fair now, swilling cheap beer from tins, stopping now and then for passionate kisses or to let off some shots at an unmoving target. Yells broke the nighttime air. No longer the sounds of fun but feral sounds, the sounds of trouble. Gypsy Rose remembered one leather-jacketed boy, cradled in a friend’s arms.
Jesus, missus, he’s been stabbed. He didn’t die, but it was touch-and-go.
Less than four hundred yards from her caravan was the ghost train. On the narrow set of tracks between the two double doors sat the parked carriages. The sign on the kiosk said simply CLOSED. Well, there wouldn’t have been many people using it at this time of night anyway. A chain prevented anyone gaining access to the wooden-slatted running boards in front of the ride. She lifted her skirt and stepped over the chain, winning a cheer and a wolf whistle from somewhere behind her. With a final glance over her shoulder, she pushed open one of the double doors, on which was painted the grinning face of the devil himself, and stepped inside.
She stood for a moment, her eyes adjusting to the newer darkness. The doors muffled much of the sound from outside. Eventually, she felt confident enough to walk on, moving past the spindly mechanisms of ghost and goblin, the wires and pulleys which lowered shreds of raffia onto young heads, the skeleton, at rest now, which would spring to its feet at the approach of a carriage.
It was all so cheap, so obvious. She couldn’t recall ever having been scared of the ghost train, even as a tot. Now she was moving farther into the cramped construction, off the rails, away from the papier-mâché Frankenstein and the strings that were supposed to be cobwebs, until she saw a glimmer of light behind a piece of black cloth. She made for the cloth and pulled it aside, stepping into the soft light of the tiny makeshift room.
The young woman who sat there sucking her thumb and humming to herself looked up. She sat cross-legged on the floor, rocking slightly, in her lap a small armless teddy bear, and spread out on the floor a tarot pack.
“He’s been,” Gypsy Rose said. She fished the envelope out from under her skirt. It was slightly creased from where she had climbed over the chain. “I didn’t open it,” she said.
The thumb slipped wetly out of the mouth. The young woman nodded, then arched back her neck and twisted it to one side slowly, mouth open wide, until a loud sound like breaking twigs was heard. She ran her fingers through her long black hair. There were two streaks of dyed white above her temples. She wasn’t sure about them. She thought they made her look mysterious but old. She didn’t want to look old.
“Sit down,” she said. She nodded towards a low stool, the only seat in the room. Gypsy Rose sat down. The young woman gathered the tarot cards together carefully, edging them off the tarpaulin floor with long nails. She was wearing a long black skirt, tasseled at the hem, and a white open-necked blouse beneath a black waistcoat. She knew she looked mysterious. That was why she was playing with the tarot. She had rolled her sleeping bag into the shape of a log against the far wall. Having gathered up the cards and slipped them back into their box, she tossed the box over towards the sleeping bag and took the envelope from the older woman, slitting it open with one of her fingernails.
“Work,” she said, spilling the contents out onto the ground. There were sheets of typed paper, black-and-white five-by-eight photographs with notes written in pencil on their backs, and the money. The banknotes were held together with two paper rings. She slit them open and fanned the money in front of her. “I’ve got to go away again,” she said.
Gypsy Rose Pellengro, who had seemed mesmerized by the money, now began to protest.
“But I won’t be gone for long this time. A day or two. Will you still be here?”
“We pack up Sunday afternoon.”
“Headed where?”
“Brighton.” A pause. “You’ll take care, won’t you?”
“Oh, yes,” said the young woman. “I’ll take care. I always take care.” She turned one of the photographs towards the woman. “What do you think?”
“He’s nice-looking,” said Gypsy Rose. “An Asian gentleman.”
“Asian, yes.”
“The man who made the delivery was Asian, too.”
Witch nodded, then read through the notes, taking her time. Gypsy Rose sat quite still, not wanting to disturb her, happy just to be there. She looked at the money again. Eventually, the young woman placed everything back in the envelope. She got up and lifted the tarot from where it lay, tossing it into Gypsy Rose Pellengro’s lap.
“Here,” she said, “take the cards.” There was a scream from outside. A girl’s scream. Maybe a fight was starting. It might be the first tonight; it wouldn’t be the last. “Now, Rosa, tell me. Tell me what you see. Tell me about my mother.”
Gypsy Rose stared at the tarot pack, unwilling to lift it. The young woman slipped her thumb into her mouth again and began to hum, rocking backwards and forwards with the teddy bear on her lap. Outside, someone was still screaming. Gypsy Rose touched the box, pushed its flap open with her thumb. Slowly, she eased out the cards.
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