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 IF ALL IS DARK

 


Years ago, I
saved someone’s life. But only for a while.

I’m not long
back from a funeral, so the past is very much on my mind. There’s
one day from my childhood that I think about a lot. Not that it was
any great big thing, it wasn’t of life-sized importance, but it’s
something that’s stuck in my memory over the years. What’s strange,
thinking about it now, is that I can’t even remember how the kid
died, though I must surely have known at the time.

When I was
fourteen, I wrote a poem and it was published in the school
magazine. It was a poem about depression. (See? I said I was
fourteen.) There was a boy at school, nearly a year older than me,
very bright but very tough. He spoke in a growl with his teeth
shut. Karl May: he wasn’t tall - no taller than me, maybe even an
inch shorter - he wasn’t big, in fact he wasn’t far off weedy, but
everyone was frightened of him. I used to think it was because he
growled. Or because he looked at you with his eyes shut or because
he always had his hands in his blazer pockets and he shivered a
lot. It wasn’t that, though.

The teachers
were frightened of him, too; not physically, but ... well, yes, I
suppose, physically. In a way. Not because they thought he was
likely to give them dead legs, presumably, or knee them in the
nuts, or shove their heads down toilet bowls. They were frightened
of him, I think now, because from the first moment they put eyes on
him they knew: he isn’t one of ours. There could be no
contact between them and him. The only contact he had with people
was when he shoved their heads down toilet bowls, and he couldn’t
do that to the teachers.

As an adult,
looking back, I understand that the reason everyone was frightened
of Karl wasn’t because he growled but because we could all see
where he was going and at some single-cell stratum of our evolved
souls we were afraid that if he touched us, or looked at us, or got
too near us, we’d have to go with him.

He smelled a
bit, too, though by all accounts he came from a perfectly decent,
clean home.

I only ever had
one conversation with Karl. He beat me up a few times, but that
didn’t involve dialogue, as such. Then the school mag came out, a
few days before the summer term ended. I was waiting at a bus stop
one afternoon after school, with a few friends, when Karl walked
straight up to me. His hair was dark and wild, chopped in all
directions, as if the barber had been trying to kill him but had
lost his nerve. The other people at the bus stop made space around
us.

“You wrote that
poem?”

One thing about
Karl, because of his growl it took an effort to make out his words.
You had to lean in a bit to hear him properly - which brought you
nicely into the range of his knee. You’d try and lean your ears
towards him, while at the same time moving your groin away from
him. You’d look like an old man leaning over a balcony.

“Poem?” I said,
my hands pressing my school bag against my balls.

“Poem in the
mag,” said Karl. He opened his eyes, and spoke the first two lines
of my poem. “If all is dark - and all is dark … ”

I had never
been - have never been since - so surprised by anything. I had no
idea how to respond. Whatever I said he was going to beat me up,
wasn’t he? That was what Karl May did, beat people up. That was who
he was. I knew better than to lie, though; bullies enjoy liars.
“Yeah, I wrote that.”

“All right,” he
said, his eyes still open. “Nice one. Good poem.”

He liked my
poem? I couldn’t understand what was happening. What was he doing
reading the school mag in the first place - let alone admitting to
liking a poem? But now, thinking back, I realise my body understood
long before my mind did: my back had straightened, and I held my
school bag by my side. “OK. Well - thanks.”

He nodded. “It
gave me assistance,” he said, the phrase clumsy but precise, as if
he weren’t speaking his native tongue. “I considered it helpful.”
Then he closed his eyes again, and wandered off. He was on his own.
He didn’t live on my bus route, I’d never seen him at that stop
before. He must have gone there purposely to seek me out. To say
thank you for a poem.

And about a
fortnight later, I heard that he’d killed himself. Rope or pills, I
would guess; I think that’s what teenagers mostly use.

 


***

 


The first job I
ever got sacked from, it was for being continually late for work.
The boss called me into his office one lunchtime, after I’d been
there for about three months, and told me that the firm was going
to struggle on without me.

“Looking at
your supervisor’s report, Dave, I see that you have turned up after
ten o’clock on almost thirty per cent of working days.”

“I know,” I
said. “The thing is, I oversleep.”

“Oh,” said the
boss. “You sleep on your own time as well, do you?”

He gave me a
reference, though. They always did in those days. It was 1979, and
I was nineteen. In all fairness, I’d only been caught asleep at
work once - and in my defence, I was drunk on that occasion. It had
been someone’s birthday.

It was kind of
the boss to sack me at lunchtime, because it meant I could spend
the rest of a perfumed spring day strolling around London with my
tie in my pocket, exchanging my Luncheon Vouchers in a sandwich
bar, popping into a couple of pubs for a slow half, and thumbing
the stock in second-hand bookshops. Sometime in the mid-afternoon I
was walking slowly along a quiet street near the Old Bailey, happy
that I wasn’t sitting in an office during that most dragsome period
of the working day, when, through a shopfront window, I saw a very
pretty girl.

She looked
about my age, with dark hair and a lot of smiles. She was laughing
with a colleague as I pushed the door open, and the little bell
jangled above my head.

“Hello.” She
stood up. She was wearing a white shirt and a blue skirt, but on
her it looked quite informal. I was glad I’d taken my tie off. “Can
I help you?” She said it as if she really meant it.

She fetched me
a cup of coffee as I sat at her desk, not looking with any great
interest at her company’s leaflets. “Thanks,” I said. “I could do
with that.”

“You might not
think so once you’ve tasted it. The water here’s foul.”

“Really? Well,
next time I’ll bring my own.”

She didn’t just
smile a lot; she laughed a lot, scrunching her eyes up as she did
so. She was lovely. She looked as if she was full of kindness, and
didn’t care who knew it.

“The thing is,”
I said, “I’ve just been sacked. And I was on my way down to the
river to chuck myself in, when I saw your sign.”

“Recruitment,”
she said, nodding.

“Simple and to
the point. And just in time.”

“So - we’ve
already saved your life! Well, in that case we’d better see what
else we can do for you. What sort of firm were you working
for?”

“I think it was
probably the KGB,” I said. “But it used insurance as a cover
story.”

“And are you
particularly committed to working in the insurance industry?”

I looked at her
and she looked at me and I choked back a laugh at the same moment
as she released one.

“No, I know,”
she said. “It’s not very likely, is it? But I’m supposed to
ask.”

“I don’t care
what I do.” I took out a packet of Rothmans, and we both lit up.
“As long as it’s dull, mostly indoors, and nothing I’ve got to
think about.”

“Dull?”

“Yeah,” I said.
“And Luncheon Vouchers - I do insist on Luncheon Vouchers.”

She half-closed
her eyes, perhaps against the smoke from her cigarette. Or from
mine. It was obvious she wasn’t a frequent smoker. “You actually
want the job to be dull?”

“Definitely.
Look - working is dull. Right? That’s an unavoidable fact. So the
worst thing you can do is get yourself a job that seems to
be slightly interesting, that hints at being something that
might engage your interest. Because before long, you’ll realise
it’s not. It’s just another job.”

“And you’ll be
disappointed.”

“Right.
Disappointed and disillusioned and bitter.”

“Whereas if you
go into a job knowing from the start that it’s dull ... yeah,
actually that makes sense.”

“Because work
isn’t life, is it?” I looked around for an ashtray. There wasn’t
one. She slid a green metal wastepaper bin round the desk with her
foot. “Ta. Life is what you do after work. Work is just
eight hours of - you hope - tolerable tedium. Necessary, but -
”

“Dull.
Yeah.”

“I mean this
job, here,” I said.

“My job?”

“Your job.
Recruitmenting. It’s not your life, is it? It’s only a job.”

“Actually, it’s
bloody awful,” she said and giggled. She looked around, but there
was no-one else in the room. The man I’d seen her talking to before
I came in had legged it into the back office as soon as I appeared,
and had yet to emerge. “Boring as hell. But I know what you mean -
you’ve got to buy a ticket if you want to ride on the bus.”

“Exactly. So,
then, after work,” I said - and that was where my nerve ran out. Or
the effect of the couple of pints I’d had at lunchtime ran out, or
the euphoria of being unemployed for an afternoon ran out.

She waited a
second or two to see if I was actually going to ask her out, then
she closed her eyes and smiled and said “Tell you what, let’s fill
in a form. We can’t have you missing out on your eight hours of
daily tedium, can we?”

“I’m entitled
to my tedium,” I agreed.

“Course you
are.” She opened a draw and pulled out a form; white top copy, then
green, then blue, with carbon paper between the layers. It took her
only a moment or two to locate a biro on the desk. “Obvious place
to start: what’s your name?”

“Funny, I was
just going to ask you the same question.”

“Oh, really?”
She tapped the pen against her teeth.

“Well, you
know, in case I need to … ”

She smiled as I
spluttered, then held out her right hand. “Alison Martin.”

“Pleased to
meet you, Alison.” We shook hands. “I’m Dave Paddock.”

“Paddock?” She
screwed up her eyes again, as if to see me more clearly by removing
distractions. “Right.” She wrote my name in the appropriate box.
“Address, please.”

I gave her the
address of the youth hostel where I had been living since coming to
London the previous year. Admitting to such lodgings completed my
deflation.

“You’re not a
Londoner, then, originally?”

“God, no fear!
No, I grew up in Swindon.”

Alison chucked
the pen down on the desktop, and sat back in her swivel chair. “I
thought I heard a hint of the old accent in there! I’m from
Swindon, too.”

“You’re
kidding?”

“How about
that? Which school did you ... “ This time her eyes opened wide.
“You wrote that poem!”

I had no idea
what she was talking about. “Poem?”

“You’re Dave
Paddock - you wrote a poem in a school mag. My brother had it taped
to the wall above his bed. A poem about depression.”

“Your
brother?”

“Karl May. You
were at school with him, and you wrote a poem.”

“Well, yes,
that’s right. But you said your name was Alison Martin?”

“Oh, that’s my
- I’m married.” She picked up her cup of coffee, turned it round
and put it down again.

“I see. Yes, of
course.” Married? It seemed more than ridiculous, that such a
lively young girl could be married. Almost obscene, somehow.

“I’m
twenty-three,” she said. “Nearly four years older than Karl.”

“Right. We
probably never met, then. At school.”

“It is you,
though?”

“Yes,” I said.
“I did write a poem. About depression. Though, in mitigation, I
should say I’ve never written one before or since. A teenage
aberration.”

Alison was
looking past me, out through the window. “That poem! It was the
only thing - you knew he’d died?”

“Yes.” Oh God,
what I’d said about jumping in the river! I must have still known,
then, how Karl had died. Did he drown? I don’t remember, and I
don’t remember remembering. “Yes, I’m very sorry. It was very
sad.”

She took up her
pen again, clicked it on then off. “Well, long time ago. But that
poem you wrote - it was ... I don’t know how to explain. It was
something that ... well, let’s say Karl wasn’t someone who took a
lot of interest in poems. Or in anything, really.” With a visible
effort, she looked at me and smiled. “Were you a friend of his? At
school?”

“I ... well, I
- ”

“No, sorry,
daft question. He didn’t have any friends. Not really. ‘If all is
dark ...’.” She smoothed the carbon form out in front of her,
though it wasn’t creased. Nothing had happened to it that might
cause it to crease. “Look, let’s talk about something else. How
about O Levels?”

“You’ll never
guess what I saw yesterday.”

“What?” She’d
lost her pen.

“A bloke
wearing a bowler hat.”

“Really?”

“Honest. Bowler
hat, pinstripe, umbrella, buttonhole, copy of The Times.
Just like in an old film.”

“Well I never.”
Her eyes were half-closed again, and the smile was full. Not
strong, but full.

“Mind, he was
Japanese.”

“Oh, well!” She
laughed. “That doesn’t count. Come back and tell me when you see an
Englishman wearing a bowler.”

 


***

 


You could call
it a passionate affair, except that it lasted longer than most
marriages and we never had sex together. We slept together many
times, but we never had sex together. I sometimes had sex on my
own, if we’re being honest, while we were sleeping together, but I
don’t think that counts. You couldn’t call it platonic, though, not
by a long way. Physical lust was always there, it just didn’t take
the form most usually associated with it. The physical form.

Our closeness
had nothing to do with our shared background. It was a thing
between us, a hot thing but not one that burned out. We didn’t talk
about her brother after that first day; didn’t talk about the old
town much. Neither of us ever mentioned that bloody poem, ever
again.

We had some
interests in common, which provided us with a kind of prophylactic.
It meant we could go on dates, and pretend they weren’t dates. Ian
Dury concerts, CND demos, Indian restaurants. Flicking through
Time Out, and kissing when we parted. We could pretend we
were close friends, that we had a kind of sibling-like friendship,
the sort where a boy and girl can see each other naked without
noticing. It meant that we could sleep in the same bed, sexless,
without having to explain ourselves to ourselves.

We weren’t
friends, though, we were never friends. We were lovers. Pretending
has its uses, I’m not silly enough to deny that; but pretending
about the past isn’t pragmatism, it’s madness.

I first met
Alison’s husband a month or so after I’d met Alison, at a
housewarming party. They’d moved from a bedsit in Mill Hill to a
two-bedroomed, ground floor flat in Crouch End. I arrived at about
ten, carrying the obligatory bottle of white wine - and hoping,
like every other male person in the place, that someone else had
brought some beer.

I despised him
as soon as I saw him, sitting on the stairs which led from the
kitchen to the shared garden, smoking a joint. On his own. Who
smokes dope on their own? At their own party?

“Hi,” I said.
“You must be Barry. I’m Dave. Thanks for inviting me.”

He looked, said
nothing, blew smoke. He was fairly tall, quite blond, reasonably
well-built. His arms and legs, his shoulders and neck, hung
perfectly, with relaxed elegance, as if the genes of his joints had
been taught deportment in the womb. As if whatever space he
inhabited at any given moment had been designed with him in mind.
He wasn’t really posh - a little posher than me and Alison, but
nothing spectacular. He was just one of those people who always
seems perfectly comfortable. Even years later, when I knew full
well that it was false, he always seemed that way to me.

I still had my
bottle of wine - my passport, my credential - under my arm. He
reached out a casual hand and slipped the bottle free, leaving me
standing with a small O between my elbow and my side. I must have
looked like a sailor on shore leave. He examined the label. I could
have saved him the trouble. It said: “White wine. Produce of
France.” The chateau went modestly unnamed.

The first words
Barry Martin ever said to me: “They just piss in the bottles, you
know, and ship it over.”

“Who do?”

“The French.”
He held the bottle over the edge of the iron stairs, and let it go.
I heard it bounce on the grass below. “Still - what do the fucking
English know about wine?”

“That you’re
not supposed to drop the bottles,” I said. “It stirs up the
sediment.”

Barry took a
short drag on his joint and then chucked that over the side, too.
There was at least three inches of smoking left on it. He took his
time exhaling, and said: “There’s beer in the kitchen.”

I took my time
looking at him. I lit a cigarette. Then I said: “Thank fuck for
that.”

I despised
Barry from the start, but from the start I quite liked him. He was
wearing an old tweed sports jacket over a blue t-shirt, and a badge
on the lapel read: “Life is shit, there’s nothing else to say”. The
point about a slogan like that is, you’ve got to accessorise it
with a reasonably cheerful face and manner otherwise there’s no
joke. Barry wore it perfectly.

I hardly ever
saw him not wearing a badge, or sometimes a slogan t-shirt. (My
memory says “never,” but I’m not sure that’s likely). The slogans
were always witty, cool; never overtly political. He despised
anything related to conventional politics, the way only the
born-comfortable can.

I returned from
the kitchen with two cans of beer, and offered one to Barry. He
shook his head.

“You’re not
drinking?”

“I’m not
allowed to, matey. Not until midnight.”

“Not
allowed to?”

He tipped his
head towards the house. “Ask her. She makes the rules, I merely
follow them.” He watched me drink the first half of a can, then he
said: “She’s an old school friend of yours, I gather,” meaning that
he gathered no such thing and that he wanted me to know he didn’t
give a toss.

“Sort of,” I
said. I wasn’t trying to match his coolness. I just couldn’t be
bothered to explain. “What do you do?” I asked, though I already
knew. He was a student. Had been one for the last six years, ever
since leaving school. Was likely to be one forever more, I
reckoned, reading between the lines. The lines on Alison’s face
when she spoke of him.

“I study
philosophy.” It’s the sort of thing people might say with a slight
air of apology, or self-deprecation. Especially in those days.
Barry just said it straight. “What do you do?”

“I don’t study
philosophy,” I said.

He lit a
cigarette, a Camel, and blew the smoke up above his head. After a
moment, he said: “What, full time?”

Funny beats
Cool, like Paper wraps Stone. The noise of our laughter - and of
Barry drumming his feet on the stairs in time to his laughter -
earned us an audience. Women smelling of perfume and holding wine
glasses (there must have been men there, too, but I didn’t notice
them) leant against the kitchen doorway, or perched on the lower
stairs with their knees together, watching us as if we were a show.
This was a novel pleasure for me; but not, I felt, for Barry.

“I saw this ad
on telly the other night,” he said, rolling another joint. “Only
caught the end of it, don’t know what it was for, but the tag was:
‘Most people have less tartar and some people have no tartar at
all’.”

“Well,” I said,
“that’s Thatcher’s Britain for you, isn’t it?”

“Exactly! I
mean, it’s two nations, isn’t it? In the south-east there’s people
who’ve got more tartar than they know what to do with. Up north,
they never see tartar except in glossy magazines at
th’hairdressers.”

Over the
months, as we got to know each other better ... no: wrong phrase.
We didn’t get to know each other better - that was the
point, really. We reckoned we knew enough about each other in the
first few seconds to make any kind of relationship based on
learning about each other unnecessary and probably unwise. Let’s
say, then, that as we spent more time with each other it became
clear that we were opposites in just about every way. Less than
opposites, we inhabited different geometries. Except in those
spaces between the angles, that playing field between the barbed
wire, where we kicked jokes back and forth, up and down the wings.
You begin to glimpse the evolutionary purpose of laughter when your
life becomes folded into that of someone you like but can’t
abide.

One of our
onlookers, that warm night on the stairs, chided her host for his
off-colour humour. “You’re not exactly right-on, Barry, are
you?”

“I can’t help
it,” said Barry, well into the beer by now. “The only things that
make me laugh are jokes that are offensive to minorities. Don’t
know why.”

“Maybe,” I
suggested, “when you were a baby, your mum dropped you on a
poofter’s head?”

Barry loved
that. His eyes sprang wide, the lush lashes making them look like
big round spiders, and he laughed with his mouth open, spilling
beer from his can as he threw his arms into the air the way a Latin
American football fan celebrates a goal. “I don’t care who I
offend,” he said, “as long as they’re downtrodden, so they can’t
get me back.”

 


***

 


Alison told me
once that one of Barry’s early philosophy exams had included the
question: “What colour is paint?” I laughed at that - a lot - and
Alison smiled, but Barry did neither. Comedy, like everything else,
had to be on his terms.

His badge that
day read: “Don’t look at me - I’m horribly shy.” Big badge, big
letters in Day-Glo. One of my favourites. It must be, for me to
have remembered it; he never wore the same badge twice, as far as I
saw. I’ve no idea where he got them from. (It strikes me now - and
only now - that I’ve also no idea what he thought they were
for. Did he really think people didn’t pay him enough
attention already?)

We were sitting
in a pub, somewhere in the West End, on a Saturday morning. I don’t
recall when we started going out as a threesome, or how. It must
have been Alison’s idea, I’m sure; wouldn’t have been anybody
else’s. It wasn’t a regular thing. Sometimes I’d arrange to meet
Alison somewhere, and she’d turn up with him. Nothing was ever
said, any more than anything was ever said when she turned up
without him. I think, sometimes, she just felt more comfortable
with both of us than with either of us.

Barry’s topic
on that occasion was “the apathetic bloody masses,” how they didn’t
know what was going on in the world and how they wouldn’t care even
if they did know and how people (like me and Alison) who went on
Anti-Nazi demos and so on were wasting our time. He was pretty
drunk, and his voice was loud in the small pub, until he was
silenced by a great chorus of hushes. The masses were trying to
hear the television, which was covering a march by miners or
steelworkers, I forget which, who were demonstrating against their
industry being closed down.

I leant across
the table, and said: “You know nothing about the life of the
‘masses,’ Barry. My mum used to have to walk ten miles to work
every day, carrying a baby.”

He squinted at
me. “Really?”

“Oh yeah. If
she turned up without a baby, they’d send her home.”

He always had a
loud laugh, and we had to leave the pub shortly after that.

I don’t think
he ever hit her - unless I’m fooling myself - but he was a moody,
self-pitying, semi-alcoholic perpetual student who used a lot more
drugs than even the most liberal person might consider wise, and
talked about suicide more often than he talked about anything else
of significance. To his wife, I mean.

“You wouldn’t
be the first couple to split up,” I told her once, when we were
alone in my studio flat in Edgware. I said it the way a friend
would say it, but I won’t pretend I was unaware that my words
caused her more pain than comfort. They comforted me, though.

“We’d be the
first us to split up,” she said, and she never offered me a
better explanation than that. It wasn’t something she liked talking
about, and I’m not a psychologist. All I can offer is the
observation that Alison was someone who stuck at things, who
finished what she started. She had the same job for something like
twelve years (whereas I very rarely kept a job for more than six
months). She tried learning Italian at night classes for several
years, long after returning from the holiday she was supposed to be
learning it for. She evidently had no talent for languages, but she
kept going back to the class, autumn after autumn, doing her
homework and playing her language tapes.

She didn’t
believe in parachutes. That’s the nearest I’ve ever been able to
get to an explanation. Although, lately, it sometimes occurs to me
that perhaps she would have left him, if there’d been someone she
wanted to be with more. I’ve no special reason for thinking that’s
true; feeling sorry for yourself, let’s admit it, is one of the few
pleasures that deepen in middle-age.

In fact they
did separate a few times, particularly in the early days. If I was
single at the time, she’d usually stay with me for the duration. (I
have lived with women on and off throughout my adult life, but
never for very long, and only ever through a process of gradualism
- the pink toothbrush, the spare pair of knickers, the fat
paperback, the spare key - rather than because of sexual
optimism).

Their
separations lasted anything from a weekend to a month. Alison never
said to me “I’ve left him” or “We’ve split up”. She never lied. She
used to ring from a phone box and ask if I could put her up for “a
while.” If I couldn’t, she’d go to her mum’s. If I could, she’d be
at the door an hour later, shouldering a single overnight bag, and
carrying a bottle of wine. She was a very proper guest.

The first time
it happened - the first four or five times, in all honesty - I had
hopes. At times, I almost felt as if she did, too; though that
might only be vanity, contemporary or retrospective. Vanity, or
easement.

She didn’t
drink much, but she could hold what she did drink. One night, with
too much vodka taken, and far too many old LPs dusted off, I said:
“Just close friends, eh? Eternally. Shuddering like magnets.”

Alison kissed
me on the ear. “The only way I could ever get away from him would
be if one of us died.”

“But why?”

“Because any
other way could only happen if I wanted it to.”

I had just
enough self-restraint left - or just enough cowardice - not to ask
what was, obviously, the crucial question: did she want to
want to leave him?

 


***

 


Writing things
down in chronological order, I’m sure I’m not the first person to
discover, makes them make sense more - or make more senses.

I’ve already
made it clear that Barry and I had less than nothing in common, but
I realise now that there was very little common ground between the
three of us, or between any two of us. Amongst the many things
which Barry held in contempt were popular music and restaurant
food. Alison and I enjoyed both, but when you come to think of it,
these are very soft things on which to base a friendship.
It’s as if two nations were to a sign a mutual aid treaty solely
because neither of them spoke Latvian. Almost everyone doesn’t
speak Latvian; almost everyone likes curry and jazz.

I’m not sure we
agreed on anything difficult. Alison believed in a god, but not in
religion; I believed in neither. (Barry, naturally, found hilarity
in the idea that untrained minds like ours might imagine that they
had the slightest knowledge of what they did or didn’t believe in).
I was - still am, really - a sort of off-the-shelf Leftie, of the
kind which could be found in most homes twenty years ago. Alison
just wished everyone would be nice to each other, all over the
world. Barry was broadly in favour of anything which might “outrage
the moronocracy” (that is, basically, anyone who wasn’t Barry), and
which was finished before the pubs opened.

One thing none
of us could resist, though, was a laugh. A belly-shaker, a
rib-rattler, the kind of laugh you don’t do after the age of about
thirty-five because the loss of respiratory function reminds you
too strongly of death. Generally, we laughed at different things:
Dave and Barry, or Barry and Alison, or Alison and Dave, but not
usually Dave and Barry and Alison at the same time. It did happen,
though. Probably on few enough occasions as to be numerable, but
when it did - we really went. Three is the fatal number for that
kind of thing, and we’d feed off each other until an explosion
became inevitable. Sometimes, we were able to bottle that
explosion, and detonate it at our leisure.

Once, we all
dressed up in dark suits and went from door to door in a
respectable suburb, telling whoever opened the door that we brought
good news about the Bible. The good news was “It’s all a pack of
lies, so you can do anything you want to do.” The only snag with
that one was that most people shut their doors so quickly that they
missed the punch line.

My favourite
“intervention,” as Barry called them, began when we happened to
hear a morality campaigner on Any Questions who spoke, in
the manner of her tribe, almost entirely in cliches. There was one
cliche in particular which caught our collective fancy.

A couple of
weeks later, we attended a public meeting addressed by this hag.
She kept us waiting for ten jaw-clenching minutes before she
finally came out with it. “It is time,” she declared, “for the
decent people of this country to stand up and say ‘Enough is
enough’.”

Swiftly, to
avoid being drowned out by applause, twenty people - the three of
us, and a load of college acquaintances of Barry’s - rose to their
feet and cried in unison: “Enough is enough!” The bonus was
witnessing the moralist’s desperate attempts, during the rest of
her speech, to avoid her favourite phrase. She came close several
times, causing us to twitch in our seats.

We managed to
keep straight faces until the rally was over - the joke would have
been ruined otherwise - but once we were alone, we laughed
ourselves to the very edge of heart attacks. Alison had to rush to
the loo, as she actually wet herself slightly, which I found
strangely exciting. I haven’t got a thing about urine, it was the
thrill of seeing her lose control. That was so un-Alison.

 


***

 


She phoned me
one January evening in 1992, her voice filled with such panic that
for a moment I didn’t recognise it.

“Oh Dave,
please - he’s bleeding to death!” I was living quite close to them
at that time, and my bicycle got me there in less than ten
minutes.

The front door
of their terraced house was open, and I found Alison standing
outside the bathroom, drenched in tears. “Dave, please!”

I tried the
bathroom door. It was locked. Alison said something about the key,
and I said “Never mind that, call an ambulance.” I looked through
the keyhole to make sure Barry wasn’t near the door, then I smashed
the door in. I kicked it first with the flat of my foot, then with
the side. It wobbled. I charged at it three times, my weight behind
my shoulder, and eventually it went in.

Barry was
unconscious in the overfull bath, beside which lay a straight razor
and an empty bottle. His throat and upper chest were streaked with
blood. Draped over the cistern was a t-shirt, which said: “There
must be a God. Things don’t get this bad by accident.” I used it to
push against his wounds. The ambulance arrived very quickly.

In hospital,
the following day, Barry didn’t say anything to me for quite a
while. He didn’t pretend to be asleep; he simply didn’t speak. I
was tired, so I lay down on the empty bed next to his.

“I understand
you saved my life, you interfering sod,” he said, after about ten
minutes. I’d almost dropped off. I sat up.

“Alison did,
really. She’s the one that found you, called the ambulance.”

He looked up at
the ceiling and shook his head. “Well, they say the wound wouldn’t
have been enough to kill me anyway. It had already stopped bleeding
when the ambulance got there.”

I shrugged.
“All I know is, you were unconscious when I broke the door in.”

“That was
because I was drunk, you prat, not because I was
bleeding.”

“Fair
enough.”

“I don’t know
how much that door will cost, either.” He thought about it for a
while. Or thought about something, I suppose. “It was original, you
know. They stopped making them about half a century ago.”

“Not
surprised,” I said. “Flimsy piece of crap.”

He sent me to
fetch him a coffee from the machine. I got him a tea, with extra
sugar.

“Still,” I
said. “You’re luckier than most.”

Barry raised an
eyebrow.

“Well, yeah,
you are - you have the consolations of philosophy.”

He almost
laughed at that, I thought, but didn’t. Perhaps his throat hurt. He
sipped the tea and called me a bastard. “You know that Elvis
Presley quote? Someone like Elvis, anyway, some famous ape or
other. He’s supposed to have said that he was a just a normal guy
after all, because ‘I put my pants on one leg at a time, same as
everyone else’.”

“Yeah, I think
I’ve heard that.”

“Well,” said
Barry, “I put mine on both legs at once.”

“Do you? Are
you sure?”

“Oh, yes. I sit
on the bed to do it. It’s much quicker. Both legs at once. So what
does that make me?”

“A naked ape,”
I said. “Has Alison been in to - ”

“She’d better
not.”

“Oh. Right.” My
stomach flooded with dancing acids. I stared at the far wall for a
while. Barry stuck with the ceiling. We could have swapped, but
neither view had an edge over the other, in all truth.

“They want to
keep me in for a bit,” he said.

“Not surprised,
after such a - ”

“Nothing to do
with all this bollocks.”

“Ah. OK.” I
allowed him a gap and when he didn’t fill it, I said: “I wasn’t
very popular at school, you know.”

He lolled his
head on the pillow, and looked at me. “No?”

“No. You know
when kids play cricket with a wicket chalked on the wall? They used
to make me wicketkeeper.”

He gave a
polite chuckle. That was so unexpected that it made me fear he was
dying, after all. “I abuse substances,” he said, “which have shown
me nothing but kindness.”

He wasn’t
wearing pyjamas. He was wearing boxer shorts, and a t-shirt that
said: “I’m so clever it hurts.” As soon as he got home from
hospital, he sent Alison on an errand over the other side of town
to get a part he wanted for his hi-fi, and while she was out he had
the locks changed.

 


***

 


Computer
dating, blind dates, hobby groups - the lot. For a while in my
early thirties I tried everything, left no embarrassment
unplundered, in my attempts to get paired up. The project did not
fruit, and looking back I have no idea why I ever thought it would
or should. I’m clearly not the marrying kind, and I’ve never been a
man who’s found being single difficult. I can cook and I’ve always
had plenty of girlfriends. Perhaps I’ll think differently when I’m
old; who knows?

In any case,
the obsession burned and died, helped on its way by a very
pleasant, rather fat Australian teacher. We went out together a few
times, and I thought for a while we might become friends, until she
told me otherwise. “Good luck,” she said, at our final farewell. “I
really hope you find someone who needs you to a degree that’ll keep
you happy.” I didn’t know what her words meant, but I knew what she
meant.

Barry and
Alison, as far as I know, never met again in the flesh, after he’d
kicked her out. They divorced in a fairly peaceable manner. I kept
in touch with both of them, somewhat sporadically. My feelings
towards both of them - jointly and severally - had changed, I
suppose.

By the mid-90s,
Barry had remarried. I’ve never met his second wife. They live in
Yorkshire; I believe she’s a teacher. Well into his fourth decade,
Barry at last gave up being a student and took his first full-time
job. He works for a large financial company, in a field known as
“Human Resources”. I’m not sure if this is a position for which a
training in philosophy is compulsory or merely desirable. Perhaps
there was a clause in the job advert: “Applicants will be
self-motivated, and familiar with spreadsheets and nature of good
and evil. Neat handwriting is essential, in-house training will be
given in specific software applications.”

I shouldn’t
take the piss. A job is a job.

Alison also
found someone new. She became involved in what, by the turn of the
century, was known as the anti-globalisation movement. The last few
times I spoke to her she seemed astonishingly knowledgeable about
matters which the rest of us had hardly heard of: genetic
patenting, the World Trade Organisation, capital relocation. It was
hard for me to keep up my end of the conversation, not only because
I didn’t follow these things as closely as she evidently did but
also because - all right, yes, to be frank, it was difficult for me
to incorporate the holding of a fully-formed, rational world view
into my picture of Alison.

It was at a
demonstration outside an international meeting of finance ministers
at a hotel in the West End that she met Jules, a French farmer and
environmental activist. In 1996, she went to live with him near
Lyon, and they had two children. The funeral was held there, five
years later. I’m not sure precisely what killed her, but it was a
cancer of some sort, and very fast.

“She was always
a bit crazy,” Barry said to me, as we stood by the graveside,
sweating in our formal clothes. “You know her brother topped
himself, when they were kids?”

It was the
first time he’d ever alluded to Karl in my hearing. “Yeah,” I said.
“So I heard.”

A priest
lamented in a language neither of us spoke. “She tried to kill me
once, you know,” said Barry. “Alison. Tried to murder me.”

I sighed, and
wondered how much longer it’d be before I could get a cold drink
and a cigarette. I’d only ever been to cremations, before. “Yeah I
know,” I said. “I was there.”

When I’d
arrived at their house that night, at first I hadn’t understood
what Alison, in her distressed state, was saying. It took me a few
minutes to figure it out.

“Dave, please!
Dave, Dave, he’s bleeding! Someone’s tried to kill him, he’s
bleeding to death.”

“What?” I tried
the bathroom door; it was locked. “What’s happened?”

“Someone’s
tried to kill Barry!”

“Who?” I
said.

She stopped
crying, and said: “Me.”

They’d had a
row - or he’d had a row with her, more likely - which ended with
him announcing, not for the first time, that he was going to kill
himself. He’d made a big show of searching the house for his
grandfather’s old razor, a nasty looking item with an ivory handle.
He’d taken it into the bathroom with him; that and a bottle of
vodka. Alison knew the form; they’d been through this before, and
she knew her part. She waited a while, and then went to the
bathroom ready to do her grovelling.

What was
different about this occasion, she was never able - and never
really tried - to explain to me. The one thing she did keep saying
to me, in the few minutes before the ambulance arrived, was: “The
door wasn’t locked! The bloody door wasn’t even locked!” I
may be quite wrong, but I take this to mean that Barry had put on
this great performance, with the booze and the blade and the
threats; had forced her into a role, onto a stage, which she had no
desire to be part of; and then ... he hadn’t even had the decency
to use the props properly. He felt so little for her, thought so
little of her, that he couldn’t be bothered to get the details
right.

He hadn’t even
locked the door.

She locked it,
afterwards. After she’d found him semi-conscious in a nice, deep
bath, cheerfully burbling, and after she’d hacked at him with the
razor - and after she’d realised that she wasn’t going to be able
to kill him with such a blunt instrument unless she took it in both
hands and dug it right in and tore out his throat with it. She just
didn’t have the strength.

She locked the
door because she was afraid that he’d come round, and come after
her.

As the
ambulance men carried him out, Alison put her arm through mine and
said: “I don’t know, Davey - the four of us, eh? What are we
like?”

I said: “The
four of us?”

But she didn’t
clarify. She just repeated: “What are we like, Davey?”

 


***

 


“I didn’t think
you knew,” I said, as we walked back to the house for the
post-burial refreshments.

“I didn’t think
you knew.”

It was so hot
my shoes squelched when we walked downhill. “Why didn’t you ever
tell anyone?”

“If I answer
that,” said Barry, “you’ll think I’m a parrot.”

I took his
point. I had only a rough idea of why I’d never told anyone, so it
really wasn’t reasonable that I should expect to know why he
hadn’t.

There were a
great many people at Jules and Alison’s house: kids, grannies,
neighbours with sun-furrowed faces, and smart young people in suits
that seemed almost indecently chic. Barry and I stood in the
garden, under the shade of a large tree, and drank beer as quickly
as we could. If you held it in your hand for long, it became
unpleasantly warm.

I put out my
cigarette after the first drag; it was just too hot to smoke. “If
you were wearing a badge today, what would it say?”

Barry finished
his second cigarette and lit another. I remembered now that he
smoked very little; that is, he smoked about thirty a day, but he
smoked them almost entirely with his hands, not his mouth. “Badge?
What badge?”

“You always
used to wear badges, or sometimes t-shirts, with witty slogans on
them. I think you had them printed specially. I never saw them on
sale anywhere.”

“Did I? Well
believe it or not, Dave, I no longer wear slogan t-shirts. I am
older than I used to be, even if you’re not.”

I lit another
one; no sense in being defeatist. “A bloke at work the other day
told me he’d got a collection of 78 records. I said, ‘I don’t call
78 records much of a collection’.”

Barry chucked
his beer glass over a stone wall, pressed his fingers against his
temples, and said: “Dave, for Christ’s sake, don’t you - ”

“At a times
like these,” said Jules, putting one arm around Barry and one
around me. I almost choked on my cigarette; I hadn’t heard him come
up behind us. “At such a times, one doesn’t know what to ... one
simply doesn’t know.”

“Quite,” said
Barry. “Quite.”

I nodded.

“Even you,
Barry, with all your learnings … ” Jules shook his head.

“Quite.”
Nod.

“A philosopher,
but at a time like these … ”

“Quite.”

“Still,” I
said, putting my free arm around the Frenchman’s waist. “If you
want to know what colour paint is, Barry’s your man.”

Not that having
the last word means anything. How could you ever know if it was the
last word? And if it was, who’d be left to remember?

I saved
someone’s life once. Though I know Barry doesn’t agree; he says his
wounds were superficial, and that he’d have been all right anyway.
But I believe I saved her life. If she hadn’t called me, if I
hadn’t been there, if I hadn’t gone to her so quickly, she would
surely have ended up in prison. Years ago, I saved someone’s life.
But only for a while. The time passed, and then I went to her
funeral.

You could say
that I saved Barry’s life, too, and he is still alive. Though, like
all of us, only briefly.

We shared a
taxi back to the station, rode together on the train and through
the channel tunnel. In London, our journeys diverged. We said
goodbye, and as I walked off in one direction and he walked off in
another I heard him call my name. I turned, and through the
flickering gaps in a crisscrossing crowd, I saw him put his bag on
the floor, untuck his shirt and lift it up his chest. Underneath,
he was wearing a t-shirt. It read: “I’ve seen the past and it
doesn’t work.”

He was
grinning, of course: jokes don’t count unless you’ve got something
to set them against.

 


 


***

 


 


 


In 2002, after
several attempts, I at last managed to sell a story to Andy Cox’s
‘Crimewave’ - a magazine I’d helped him establish a few years
earlier. For about a decade, from my early thirties to my early
forties, I wrote short stories as if they were going into fashion.
During 2001, I concentrated most of my efforts on short stories -
eighteen of them, in all. To write a story from scratch every three
weeks, and make sure it sells, requires application and
organisation, rather more than it does inspiration. When I started
this one, I knew the market it was aimed at, and the kind of
writing that was likely to find favour there, but I didn’t really
have a story in mind; so I began with an event remembered from my
schooldays, surrounded it with some unused jokes from the files I
kept when I was doing a lot of comedy writing, and gradually a plot
began to emerge ...

Dave Paddock
isn’t me, by the way, but sadly the bully at the start of the story
did have a real life original. Dave and I have this much in common:
when I was fourteen, I had a poem about depression published in the
school magazine, and a mildly notorious school bully did thank me
for writing it. I felt very good about that. I was in my early
twenties, I think, when I ran into another old schoolmate in a
London tube station. He asked me whether I remembered the boy who,
in this story, is Karl. I did remember him, but had heard nothing
of him in years. “Well,” said my friend, pointing across the
tracks. “That’s the platform where he killed himself.”

 


***

 


 PERSONS
REPORTED

 


My grandfather,
for instance, created an entire religion based upon chips. He’s
lived just about all of his life round here, where he was born, but
at the start of World War Two he found himself in London with one
leg longer than the other and a slight criminal record.

He became a
fireman for the duration, and on the night of the 29th December
1940 he was on duty in East London. All around him, the capital
burned. Thousands of buildings were destroyed in that long night,
scores of civilians were killed and hundreds injured. Entire
streets were flattened; entire neighbourhoods rendered lifeless and
unrecognisable.

Grandad’s unit
was charged with guarding a particular church. I can’t tell you its
name - I’m not sure if he’s ever mentioned it to me, and if he has,
I’ve forgotten it - but I do know that it was given special
attention because it was a historical building of great beauty and
cultural value.

He and his
mates passed the time between alarums eating bags of fish and chips
from a chip shop which stood next door to the church, and was open
for business as usual. All night the flames came nearer to
Grandad’s church, and were fought by other crews, but they never
quite reached it - until, late in the morning, when the bombing had
stopped but the fires continued, a piece of burning timber fell
from the roof of an adjacent funeral parlour, and slipped through
an open transom window into the vestry. Grandad’s crew went into
action at last.

As dawn’s
revelatory light crept over a skeletonised City - a thousand years
of history, they say, atomised in one night - and as that great
city’s people emerged from their cellars and tunnels, and looked
around at their suddenly horizontal landscape and said to each
other “If this is the worst he can do, then he’s lost
already,” Grandad and his comrades gazed in amazement at the
scene before them, seeing it clearly for the first time. And
Grandad had his moment of revelation.

The ancient
church sat smoking, in ruins, its charred innards displayed, amid a
street in which no building had survived above cellar level; no
building but one, that is, for the chip shop still stood, even its
windows intact.

“And I knew as
sure as I knew the names on my ration books,” Grandad told me years
later, when he was no longer sixteen but I was, “I knew that God
had spoken; that God had chosen between the sacred and the mundane;
that God had let the church burn, while he saved the chippy.” He
crumpled the vinegary paper into a ball and threw it onto the back
seat of his ex-wife’s car. “Now, young man,” he said to me.
“Nevermore let me hear you say ‘Oh no, not bloody chips again.’ For
when you say that, it’s not me that you hurt - it’s
God.”

 


***

 


The worst thing
about being older than thirty is the knowledge that if anything
exciting ever happens to you again, it’ll likely be something
involving an ambulance or a fire engine.

I get up at
four every morning, and forty minutes later I leave the flat I
share with Grandad, shutting the door behind me as quietly as I
can. I walk along the balcony of our block, across the
graffiti-decorated walkway and then down the piss-scented
stairwell. It takes me almost five minutes to reach the outskirts
of the largest council estate in the county, at which point I turn
left past the garage block, across Old Meadow, where Wellington
boots are essential eight months of the year, into Cheap Street - a
short, snake-shaped street of sagging, mediaeval shop fronts,
mostly unoccupied, and Tudor inns - over the stone bridge to my
workplace where my shift begins at five.

Since I was
little, I have always been mad about animals, the way some boys are
about cars, and I first took employment at the poultry factory
because I thought it would be fine to work with turkeys, them being
such interesting beasts. The smell you get used to after the first
few years, but the noise comes as a new shock every morning.



The factory
stands alone, amid enough fields to cover a page in a map. From the
bog window, on tiptoe, you can see across the valley to the Mendip
Hills, a view uninterrupted by a single manmade structure other
than the mobile phone mast.

 


***

 


One morning in
the summer, a new man joined my shift; a young lad, perhaps in his
early twenties. He had a Scots accent and a limp. There is a good
deal of hauling and lugging involved in our work, and I could see
the foreman watching the new boy with a sceptical and anticipatory
look in his eye.

About an hour
before the bell, the Scots lad appeared at my bench carrying a
large box of twisters and asked me where he should put it.

“Just stick him
on there,” I said, “down the end.” When he’d done so, I offered him
my hand, which he took. “Callum Shepstone,” I told him.

“How do,
Callum. I’m Joel.”

“Fancy a quick
half at lunchtime, then?”

He smiled and
said he did. “I’m spitting feathers,” he said, and I chuckled - not
as if I hadn’t heard it before, which would be condescending, but
as if he’d told it well.

At the Think
Tank, not long after one o’clock, I got the first round in: for me
a pint of light, one cold one not, and lager for Joel. “There you
go, mate,” I said, setting his beer before him. “Establish a
relationship with that.”

“Cheers,” he
said, and we drank the first two quite fast.

He didn’t have
a lot of conversation to offer, but he did seem happy to be in
company. I asked him where he was from, and he said “Can you not
tell from the accent?” I asked him what brought him here, and he
said “Oh, you know - fancied a bit of country life.” He looked
around him at the pub: its low, beamed ceiling, its great
fireplace, its diamond-shaped windowpanes and its dull brass. “This
is nice. Feel like I should be drinking cider, not lager.”

“Not at
lunchtime,” I said.

I didn’t want
to talk to him about his disability, but I felt duty-bound to raise
the matter. “Listen, Joel - I don’t know if you noticed, but during
the shift I saw the foreman was - ”

He nodded.
“Yeah, he had his eye on me, didn’t he? Me being the new guy, I
suppose.”

“Thing is, last
couple of years, they’ve gone mental on what they call
modernisation - which in English means fewer people doing more work
for the same wages.”

“I don’t mind
working,” he said.

“I’m sure you
don’t, but - not meaning any offence - they might reckon you’re not
fast enough.” I nodded at his bad leg. “Wrongly, of course, but
that’s the way they might think.”

“Ah, right.” He
said nothing for a while, drank his beer, then he said: “Accident,
you know. Few months ago.”

“Oh, right.” I
waited to see if there was anything else. There wasn’t. I drank a
bit more. “You ought to see my grandad about that.”

“Your grandad?
What is he, a doctor?”

“No, nothing
like that. He does a kind of alternative therapy. He calls it
anti-faith healing.”


“Anti-faith?”

It was a hard
thing to explain, to someone who hadn’t lived with it all his life.
“Anti-faith, because he says you couldn’t possibly have faith in
something so daft. He tells his patients, ‘Now this isn’t going to
help you at all, understand? This is just a placebo. Can’t possibly
do you any good.’ Charges them a token fee, then he sends them off
to see their GP.”

Joel was
laughing now. “And does it work?”

“Works
perfectly,” I said. “Precisely as advertised.”

We didn’t
exactly decide to make an afternoon of it, but that’s what we did.
We went back to Joel’s place, a rather flash barn conversion on the
edge of the village.

“Rented,” he
assured me.

“Even so - very
nice. Do you live here alone?”

He didn’t hear
me; he was in the kitchen, getting some cans. When he came back
into the living room, I repeated the question.

“No, I live
with my girlfriend.”

We opened the
beer. “She at work?” I asked, at the same moment that he said she
was probably asleep. “She work nights?”

“Sorry?”

“Your
girlfriend - she asleep because she works nights?”

“Oh, yeah. Does
your grandfather have a beard?”

“No, he’s clean
shaven. Just not very often.” I didn’t ask him why he’d asked;
there’s no law against inconsequential questions.

 


***

 


“No sign of a
girlfriend?”

“I wasn’t
snooping,” I explained, “but the bathroom shelf looked thoroughly
male. Shaving foam, men’s deodorant. No women’s stuff at all.”

“Ah … ” Grandad
thought about it as he peeled the spuds.

When I was
growing up we ate chips six nights a week, even after the local
chippy shut down. There were various observances. Chips on Monday
to give thanks, chips on Tuesday to be humble, chips on Wednesday
to mark the middle, chips on Thursday to give us strength, chips on
Friday for luck, chips on Saturday with a pickled egg to see off
the week. On Sundays, we’d go visiting if we could, so there was
generally a bit of cake.

Soon as I left
school and started earning, I took over the shopping, so we eat a
more varied diet now. Our nearest proper food shop these days is
seven miles away, and it’s open twenty-four hours a day. They call
it a convenience store, which it would be if it were at the end of
our road. I am especially fond of the flavours of the East, and
Grandad’ll have a go at anything. That’s his motto: “I’ll try
anything twice, I will.” Though generally a tolerant man, he has no
time for those who will only try anything once. He calls them
reactionaries, and even bigots.

“You could ask
him round for his tea,” Grandad said as he dished up. “This Joel
boy. I’ll make some chips.”

“All right.
I’ll ask.”

“Ask them both,
Callum,” said Grandad. “Him and his girlfriend.”

Joel lasted
just under the month at the factory, before they gave him his
cards. His timekeeping was satisfactory and his attitude was beyond
reproach, they couldn’t deny that, but his work rate was slow. So
they said. Me, I reckon they just like to sack someone every now
and then to keep in practice.

“You should sue
them,” I reckoned. “Unfair dismissal.”

“Nah, forget
it,” he said, finishing his pint. “We’ve not got a union, it’s not
worth it. You need a union for all that. Anyway, I don’t need the
work. It’s just something to keep me out of the pub during
daylight.”

“Does your
girlfriend work?”

“What?”

“Has your
girlfriend got a job?”

“Nope - she
doesn’t need to work either.”

“Can’t be bad,”
I said, and left it at that.

He finally came
round for his tea that Sunday. He’d been asked before, but one way
or another it hadn’t happened. Whatever his financial position, I
think losing his job had depressed him. He seemed quieter than
before. The idea of spending a few hours as a guest appealed to
him, I think. “What’ll we have?” he asked.

“Curry and
chips.”

“First
rate!”

He turned up
alone, saying his girlfriend would be along later. While the curry
was bubbling, Grandad entertained with his genius for pickpocketry.
He would pat our guest on the back, or feign the removal of a
spider from his ear, and each time he did so he would say “Well I
always! What have we here?” and he would unfold his hand and
there would be a watch, or a penknife, or a bunch of keys.

Joel enjoyed
the performance immensely, and never gave any hint that the things
which the master pickpocket produced from about his person were, in
fact, things which he had never owned. Nobody ever does, of course.
Even if we knew people capable of such rudeness, we’d hardly invite
them round for their tea.

“Where did you
learn to do that, Mr Shepstone?”

“Call me
Stones. Ah well, I’ve not always been the upstanding pillar of the
community I am today. Now, where’s that girlfriend of yours?” By
now, it was half an hour after the time we had planned to eat. “Do
you want to give her a ring?”

“In fact, she
wasn’t feeling too good earlier, so maybe we’ll just start without
her, if that’s all right.”

“What did you
say her name was, that you forgot to mention?”

Joel said:
“Have you a girlfriend yourself, Stones?”

“Not at the
moment,” said Grandad. “None of them round here got the energy, and
I can’t be bothered getting the bus.”

I passed him
the cider. “He does all right. Don’t you, Grandad?”

“Oh aye?” Joel
smiled. “Bit of a ladies’ man, Stones?”

“I never had no
complaints.” Grandad got up to put the chips on. “Leastways, not in
writing.”

The girlfriend
never did turn up, but a pleasant evening was spent with Grandad’s
war reminiscences. Chips went down lovely.

When Joel had
gone, Grandad said: “That boy’s not heading for a good place. He’s
been burned, but he don’t talk about it. He’s had treatment before,
obviously, but he won’t have no more. And his girlfriend’s
invisible. You need to keep an eye on that one.”

“All right, I
will. How do you know he’s been burned? Not got rammed by a
forklift, say, or - ”

“I seen every
kind of pain, Callum, before you were born and before your parents
were born. Between one birthday and the following Easter, I seen
every kind of pain they ever invented. I knows which is which. That
boy’s been burned, and I have especially seen burns.”

“How do you
tell, though?”

“We’re none of
us unique, you know,” he said, “each in our own special way.”

We washed up,
and finished the cider. We put the telly on for the local news.

“How do
you tell?” I asked.

“You look at
the mouth. If the eyes won’t tell you, and the gait won’t tell you,
you look at the line of the lips - he’ll tell you.”

“When they’re
eating their chips?”

The newsreader
said: “And that’s all the news in the West tonight.”

“Ha!” said
Grandad. “That’s all the news you know, you mean.” We turned
the lights off. “You keep an eye on that one.”

“I will,
Grandad.”

“I can’t do it
- I’m busier than a pig with no legs.”

“Well, how busy
is a pig with no legs?”

Grandad looked
at me like he used to look at me when I was a kid, and a bit of a
handful for an old man to look after. “You ever seen a pig with no
legs relaxing on a beach? No, well there you are, then.”

 


***

 


A couple of
days later, I went round to Joel’s place after work. I found him in
the garden, reading a book.

“Any good?”

“It’s about
whether the Chinese discovered America.”

“Well,” I said,
“they must have discovered it by now, surely?”

He didn’t have
any beer in the fridge, so he made us a cup of tea. I’d spruced
myself up a bit after work. “Fancy going out?”

“Where to?”

I shrugged.
“Bristol, whatever.” He wasn’t keen. “I’ll drive,” I said. “Won’t
take ten minutes to fetch the car.”

“Nah, I don’t
fancy it. Not today.”

“Maybe you’ve
got plans,” I said. “With whatever her name is, your
girlfriend.”

He almost lost
his temper then. “Do you want to meet her?”

“I’d love to
meet her.” I didn’t see any gain in backing down. Simple fact was,
if he really had killed her, he needed a friend more than ever.

“Is that it?
You want to meet my girlfriend?” He bashed his mug down on the
patio and some of the tea leapt out. “Have you got a girlfriend,
Callum?”

“No,” I started
to explain, “I was seeing this girl from the DIY superstore, but
she got - ”

He interrupted
me, so he never found out whether I was going to say transferred,
pregnant or rabies. Perhaps he wasn’t interested.

“I’ll give her
a ring.” He fished his mobile out of his jacket. “Tell her to meet
us here, right now, because Callum Shepstone’s been asking after
her.”

On the other
hand, I didn’t want to cause friction. “Don’t trouble her on my
account, Joel, I expect she’s - ”

“She’s in
London all this week, as it goes, but I’ll get her to drop
everything and rush back in a taxi because Callum
bloody Shepstone and his sodding grandad - ”

“Let’s go for a
walk,” I said. “That doesn’t cost anything.”

We walked past
the empty shell of what had briefly been a DIY superstore, past the
new dormitory housing development, across some fields, past the old
quarry, and through a wood which is disputed common land. It was a
still day, and we could hear the army exploding things off in the
distance, and smell the chemicals from the barn of a farm we walked
by, down an unmade road; a barn twice as big as the DIY place.

“Does your
grandad do that anti-faith healing for a living, then?”

“No, he’s
retired now, but he used to be a TV repairman.”

Joel frowned,
as if he thought I might be playing a joke on him. “How do you
mean?”

I’d forgotten
how young he was. “Well, in the old days, they used to have men
drove around the place in vans fixing folk’s TVs that had got
busted.”

Now he nodded,
slowly, and he smiled. “I know what you mean. Like knife-grinders,
and that.”

“Yeah,
something like that.”

“I love the
countryside,” he said. “I think it’s great. I’m glad we came here,
anyway.”

We stopped by
the power station, to watch the ducks. Someone at work said he’d
seen an otter there a couple of weeks previously.

“Did he have a
special cry?” Joel asked.

“Who?”

“Your grandad,
in the old days. When he was a TV repairman with his horse and
cart, did he have his own old street cry. Like, you know, cockles
and muscles, alive alive-oh.”

I thought Joel
seemed to be having quite a hard time lately. “Yeah,” I said. “He
used to cry ‘Rediffusion’.”

 


***

 


Grandad held up
three fingers to denote the number of possible explanations he felt
there were for Joel’s invisible girlfriend. “She never existed, or
she’s left him, or he’s killed her. You got any more?”

I shook my
head.

Grandad said:
“Except, maybe if she was in the fire too, she’s terribly
disfigured and can’t stand to have people see.”

“If he was in a
fire,” I said, “why doesn’t he mention it?”

“Maybe he’s
traumatised by it. Can’t talk about it.”

“He’s got no
money now. When he first got the sack, he had plenty of money, but
he’s run out now.”

It was late
evening, a hot evening, and we were sitting on the allotment,
drinking gin and tonic. Grandad was smoking his pipe, and I was
smoking a very small joint. It kept the worst of the gnats away.
Off to the south, up on the rise, we could still see the
earthmovers and the big crane, though more as shadows now than as
solid things.

“All that down
there, that used to be apples, when I was a babby.”

“I know,” I
said.

“Bloke that had
that, I forget his name, he kept a donkey, and it used to let me
smooth it. She: it was a jenny. I was the only one could smooth
her, she was wild enough.”

“All gone
now.”

“Then it was
pick-your-own, you remember that? First wage packet you ever had,
four years old, helping that fat woman - I forget her name - weigh
the strawbs.” He tapped out his pipe. “Too far from the main road,
that was.”

“Wind farm,” I
said. “How many staff they got on one of those? Enough so they need
a supermarket, do you reckon?”

“If things are
to stay the same,” said Grandad, “then everything must change. You
know that saying?”

“Only from
you.”

“Well, just
because you haven’t heard it, don’t mean it’s not true.” Grandad
stood up, flicked his slice of lemon into the blackcurrants.
“You’ll have to get him round again. It’s time for him to receive
the chip into his life.”

“You reckon
that’ll save him, Grandad?”

“How can it?”
said Grandad. “It’s only chips.”

 


***

 


He was poor and
depressed, next time I visited him, and the thing about that pair
is, they stick together. They are always there for each other. I
couldn’t do much about the poverty - other than get some shopping
in for him, some beer and beans and that, and then undercharge him
for it - but I hoped that a bit of company might ease the
depression.

“She’s left
me,” he said, not out of the blue exactly, but from behind a can of
lager, late one evening. “I’m sorry I’ve been such a misery, but it
was a shock, you know?”

“When did she
leave?”

“Not long after
we got here. Just after I got the job at the poultry place, in
fact. The thing is, I can’t afford to stay here. The rent, I mean.
But I really want to stay around here, I love it here.”

“There’s a
couple of empty flats on our estate,” I said.

He looked up.
“There are?”

“Mind,” I
cautioned him, “if they’re empty, they’re empty for a reason.
They’re not exactly out-of-town barn conversions.”

The three of us
had a little flat-warming party, after I’d helped Joel squat one of
the empty flats, a few blocks down from us. We drank some decent
cider, and Grandad gave us his Blitz story. Joel was much taken
with the fact that the chip shop stayed open all that night.

“That’s true,
that is,” said Grandad. “Throughout the most sustained terrorist
attack in modern history - which lasted for most of a year, and
during which tens of thousands died, and many more were made
homeless - the British people went about their business as if
nothing were happening.”

“I was in a
fire, once,” said Joel.

“Is that
right?”

“At my father’s
house. Few months ago.”

“Was your
girlfriend in the fire, too?”

Joel drank some
more cider, and smiled to show that he knew he was an idiot. “There
never was any girlfriend. I made her up.”

“Best sort,”
said Grandad, and we all relaxed a bit.

We went back to
our place, and had some chips. “The best thing about a theology
based on chips,” Grandad explained, “is that it’s easy to let go
of. If you live your life according to something more powerful than
that, it can be hard to shrug it off when the time comes to do
so.”

Along the
walkway, I’d seen the pair of them from behind, both limping;
walking side-by-side, the old man on the right, limping to the
left, the young man on the left, limping to the right. Looked like
a pantomime cow having a fight with itself.

I had to ask
him. His leg obviously wasn’t getting any better. “You signed on
with a doctor down here, Joel?”

He just said “I
can’t,” and wouldn’t be budged on the matter.

“You could see
our doctor,” said Grandad. “He’s not a bad kid, he knows his
stuff.”

“Sorted out
your Post-Traumatic, didn’t he, Grandad?”

Grandad made a
fair-enough face. “I sleeps better than I have since I was a boy, I
will say that.”

Waving a hand
in front of him, shooing a fly, Joel said: “I just want to stay
here. I love it here.”

Grandad chose
that moment to tell Joel that if things were to stay the same then
everything must change, and the conversation diverted along a
different course.

 


***

 


Being in the
squat cheered Joel up some, and meant that he had a bit more money
for the pub, but his leg wasn’t getting any better, and he was
beginning to find the stairs a trial. He and I spent quite a few
evenings sitting on his tiny balcony, drinking cider.

He’d get either
withdrawn or annoyed when I mentioned his leg, and so I stopped
mentioning it. By association, I steered clear of the fire as well.
I had the strong feeling that he wanted to tell me more, but since
I didn’t know which bit it was that he wanted to tell me, I
couldn’t do much except wait.

One night,
about a fortnight after he’d moved into the flat, we were sitting
out there as usual, when he cleared his throat and said: “The house
was a write-off. Total rebuild job.”

“Nasty. Was
anyone else hurt?”

His pause was
so long I thought the subject had been dropped, but eventually he
said: “My father died.” I didn’t say anything. I passed him the
cider and he topped up. “I’d been up in Scotland, I’d come back to
London early, and I just thought I’d pop round. See how they were
doing, you know?”

“They?”

“I managed to
get my stepmother out. But I took a fall, that’s how the leg
happened.”

“You got her
out, though? That’s a fine thing to have done. Saved a life.”

“What I should
have done is called the Brigade first.” He smiled and passed the
cider back. “That’s a lesson for you. If you’ve got a bloody
mobile, bloody use it.”

I thought it
was now or never, and never seemed far too long a time, so I said:
“If you won’t see a doctor, you’ll have to see my Grandad.”

“See
Stones?”

“For the
anti-faith healing.”

“You said that
didn’t work?” But he put a question mark at the end of the
sentence, which made it sound hopeful.

“How can it?” I
said. “It’s only chips.”

He swirled his
cider round in his glass for a while. “All right, then.”

There’s no big
build-up to an anti-faith healing session, because that would be
contrary to the whole point of the thing. Grandad seats the patient
in a chair - any chair, doesn’t matter - and gives them a glass of
something, while he goes into the kitchen and cooks the chips. When
they’re ready he sits opposite the patient, close up on a stool,
and feeds them the chips, one by one. He gets them to blow on each
chip as he holds it before their lips, to cool it, and he doesn’t
offer them the next chip until the last one has been chewed and
swallowed.

Takes a fair
while to eat a plate of hot chips that way, you’d be surprised.

Joel accepted
the chip into his life. He was a little nervous at first, but he
seemed to enjoy the chips. He kept his eyes open throughout; some
do, some don’t.

When the chips
were gone, Grandad said “That’s it. You’ve eaten a plate of chips.
Big deal,” and, as always, placed the patient in the recovery
position: sat in the armchair with an ashtray to his left and a
glass of cider to his right.

“And that won’t
heal my leg?” Joel asked.

“How could it?”
said Grandad. “Potatoes, vegetable oil and salt. That’s all. Got
nothing to do with legs, has it?”

“Then why do
people come?”

“Reckon you’d
be better positioned to answer that than I would.”

Naturally, I’ve
asked the same question myself. Because quite a few people do come.
As far as I can see, they come because they’ve tried everything
else and they are exhausted by hope. That time they spend eating
the chips, they are relieved of all the burden of hope and faith;
they know it won’t do them any good, and so they just enjoy the
chips, enjoy Grandad’s gentle lack of mercy. Then they go home, and
it’s two birds with one stone because they’ve had their dinner,
too. Bloody good chips; Grandad grows the spuds on his
allotment.

“I hadn’t
really seen much of them since they got married,” Joel said, and we
knew who he meant. “They weren’t expecting me. I didn’t phone
first.” He took a gentle sip of cider. He didn’t smoke.

“Just as well
you went round,” I said. “Just as well for your stepmother.”

“Yeah.”

“You broke your
leg,” I said. “You couldn’t have gone back for your father.”

“I didn’t know
he was in the house.”

Grandad looked
at me, and I saw some of the old man’s old pain on his face.

“Well, there
you are,” I said.

“Lynne was
delirious. Hysterical, really. I was in shock, I suppose, from the
leg and that. Between us, somehow, we misunderstood. When I phoned
the emergency, it went out as Persons Not Reported. You know?”

“I know,” said
Grandad.

“Nobody on the
premises.”

“You feel
guilty about that,” said Grandad, not sympathetic but
matter-of-fact.

Joel looked at
him dead on and said: “We both do.”

“Where was your
dad?” I asked.

“He was in the
bathroom. Had the door locked and the radio on. We never heard him,
he never heard us. He was dead, of course, by the time they found
him. Well dead.”

“How did the
fire start?”

“She loves
candles. Different scents and that.”

“Aromatherapy?
Yeah, Grandad does that with chips.”

Grandad
snorted. “I do nothing of the sort. Chips are just chips.”

At the end of
an anti-faith healing session, Grandad always sends his patients
off to see their GP. He told Joel he had to see someone. “You know
that,” he said.

Joel said “All
right,” but neither of us thought he meant it.

When he’d gone
home, I raised my eyebrows at Grandad, who shook his head. “No,” he
said. “He can’t let go of the hope, that’s the trouble. He will do,
but he can’t yet.”

 


***

 


A week later,
Joel fell down the stairs when he and I were on the way to the pub.
He wasn’t hurt, but you could see he was in pain. Grandad patched
him up - plasters and TCP - but he knows a moment when he sees one,
so when he’d finished he told me to bring the car round.

“You’re going
to have to take that leg to casualty, Joel,” he said. “All I done
is stop the blood and make the wounds sting. Last time I went on a
first-aid course was 1941. That needs x-rays, I reckon.”

Joel thought
about it for a long time. You wouldn’t have thought there was that
much to think about; it was only yes or no.

“All right,” he
said. “Callum, will you give me a lift?”

I gave him a
lift down the stairs on my shoulder, and a lift into town in
Grandad’s car. We were still five minutes from the hospital when he
said: “This is it. Stop here, will you?”

Over the other
side of the road was the police station. I turned off the motor,
and waited.

“There never
was a girlfriend,” he said, when he’d gathered his thoughts. He
kept one hand on the door handle, as if he thought he might have to
make a quick getaway. “I didn’t come down here with a
girlfriend.”

“I know. You
said.”

“I came down
here with Lynne. My stepmother. I thought she could do with a rest
cure, you know? She’d been in such a state since the fire.”

“What were you
living on?” I asked, because I’d been wondering that all along.

“She had the
life insurance. I had the house insurance. That was the way my
father had worked it out. Before we left London, she persuaded me
to turn it all into cash. Most of it.”

“That’s an
awful lot of cash. What if there’d been a - well, you might have
been burgled.”

“She said there
weren’t any cash-points in the countryside. It’d be simpler. We
didn’t want to be getting a taxi into the nearest town every time
we needed to pay for something. If we had plenty of cash, we’d be
able to really get away from it all, really have a rest.”

“And did
you?”

“I took that
job at your place, that’s what went wrong. I was bored. Lynne
panicked. She reckoned there was someone watching her when she went
to the village shop. An old bloke with a beard.”

“Watching
her?”

He was staring
out of the window, at the police station. “She hadn’t told me, you
see, not until then. Back in London, there’d been an investigator.
For the insurance, yeah? They were trying to make out the fire was,
you know, dodgy.”

“What made them
think that?”

He laughed.
“Because of me.” He pointed at his leg. “I didn’t get that in the
fire. All I got in the fire was a bang on the head, I got the leg
years ago. I was - the expression is - I was known to the
police.”

“When did she
leave?”

“Like I told
you, soon after I started work.” He slapped at his leg. “She
needn’t have worried, eh? It’s not like I had the job for
long.”

I couldn’t ask
if he thought she’d done it. I couldn’t think of a way of putting
it that wasn’t foul, so instead I said: “And she took the money
with her.”

He nodded. “All
of it, except what I had in my pockets.”

“Where do you
think - ”

“Don’t know. I
don’t know if she had a passport, or what.” He turned to look at
me, and I met his eyes as openly as I could because I could see
that the next bit was the bit he wanted me to hear, more than any
of it. “You can stop your mind adding things up, if you need to.
You can stop yourself seeing things if you look elsewhere.”

“I know. I know
what you mean.”

“You just can’t
do it forever, that’s all.” He got out of the car, closed the door,
and spoke to me through the window. “If I don’t see you again, tell
Stones - the power of the chip, you know?”

“You tell him
yourself. I’ll wait here for you.”

He shook his
head. “I don’t know how long I’ll be,” he said, and limped off
across the road.

I phoned
Grandad on the mobile. “As far as I can see,” he said, “if what
he’s told you is a true story, he’s done nothing illegal. Why
should they hold him? He’s helping them with their enquiries, isn’t
he? Voluntarily, at that.”

“That’s right,
isn’t it?” My grandad knows a lot about this and that, but of
course he’s no lawyer. “It sounds right, doesn’t it?”

“Also - the
money from the house insurance, whatever’s left, surely it’s his by
rights? He’ll be able to stay round, if that’s what he wants.”

Only if it’s
true, I thought, and I parked the car in a side street where I
could watch the cop shop, and I readied myself to sit it out, to
wait and see if Joel’s story was true; because if it wasn’t, the
police would soon find the cracks in it.

It might be a
long wait, but waiting itself would be no hardship. There was a
chippy next to the police station and, of course, it was open for
business and would be for hours yet.

 


***

 


This first
appeared in a Crime Writers’ Association anthology, edited by
Martin Edwards, in 2003. In those days, I wrote a lot of short
stories for themed anthologies. I generally tried to make my
stories fit into the theme as completely as possible in all aspects
- the title, the setting, the plot, the jokes, the clues and the
twists, everything - and at the same time, just to add interest and
emphasis, to find a way of making everything in the story work
against the theme, too. For instance, I was once asked to write a
courtroom drama featuring cats, so I began it with the line "I've
only been up in court once in my life, and that was mainly because
of a dog." For this story, the brief was to write about crime in a
rural setting - so, naturally, I set out to make my rural setting
as urban as humanly possible.

I love the
title of this one, by the way. I’ve so often had to settle for
uninspired titles that are merely OK, that when I come up with a
good one I almost don’t care whether the story itself is any
good!

 


***

 


 AND WHAT CAN THEY SHOW, OR WHAT REASONS
GIVE?

 


“With whom hold
you?”

“Stand aside,
child,” said William. “We’re in the middle of Jack Straw’s Castle,
we don’t need watchwords.”

The sentry - a
boy of about thirteen - trembled a little, and bit his lip, but
still he stood his ground, his spear pointing towards us. “With
whom hold you?” he said again.

I admired
anyone, man or boy, who might stand up to my cousin William (a
large and noisy man, where I am small and quiet), so I spoke before
William had a chance to bark again.

“With King
Richard and the True Commons.”

“Pass,
Captain.” The lad gave me a smile of gratitude, lowered his weapon,
and stood smartly to one side as William and I entered the
tent.

The smell of
blood, of life’s blood spilt, was one I knew well enough; there
were few men in those days who didn’t. For all that, the scene
within the tent shook my soul. This was not death on the
battlefield, nor yet death from the plague. This was something more
terrible by far. A man of thirty years or so lay lifeless upon the
ground, face-down, his blood all about him. “Murder,” I said. “This
is murder.”

William nodded.
“Without doubt, John. A cry was heard from this tent, and a man
seen leaving it, as bold as dawn, with blood upon him. I was sent
for, saw what you now see, and set that silly boy to guard the tent
while I went to fetch you.”

Me ... yes.
They called me Captain, and had elected me so, though I was by
trade a pigman. I knew all about pigs that any man might know, but
I knew nothing of murder. I said as much to my cousin, as we
returned to the sweeter air of the Heath. Spring was surrendering
to summer, and the early evening was mild and pleasant.

“Who else can
we turn to, John?” he answered. “Our situation is such that we
cannot call on the usual authorities. You are our leader, here in
this camp.”

“Leader?” I
laughed. “John Ball preaches that there are no lords; that we are
all the descendents of Adam and Eve, each equal to the other.”

William was
always a man of short temper, and his tone now was one of
irritation. “You know what I mean.”

“I know what
you mean,” I admitted. Back home in the county of Sussetter I had
been, for the last twelvemonth, an organiser in the Great Society.
I collected pennies from the commons in my village, and those
neighbouring it, and encouraged them to refuse to work for any lord
for less than sixpence per day. The moneys amassed were used to pay
the fines of any member who stood true for his rights, and was
persecuted for doing so.

Had I known
that this would result in men calling me Captain - expecting
me to lead them in this uprising against the traitors and
bloodsuckers who held our King in thrall - I should never have
accepted the commission.

“I am no Wat
Tyler, cousin.”

He grinned, and
threw a huge arm around my shoulders. “You are our Wat
Tyler. There are three hundred men upon this Heath today, many of
them strangers to you and to me, but all of them know you by
reputation, John. A steadfast man, and a just man. If we are to
hold the men together in this great undertaking, then this horrible
matter must be settled quickly, and justly.”

“By me?”

“By you. So,
Captain - let us make a start.”

I accepted my
destiny, and collected my thoughts. “The bloodied man seen leaving
the scene of the crime - he was taken?”

“He is
held.”

“Then,” I said,
“let us begin with him.”

 


***

 


All around
London, that night, there were camps like ours - some bigger, some
smaller. The next day, all would assemble together, under the
counsel of Wat Tyler, to meet with the young King; and, God
willing, all would be put right. The poll tax would be lifted; the
bloodsucking, high-living traitors, who so cruelly suppressed the
porail, and waged foreign wars for their own enrichment, would be
removed from office and arrested; the Church would be dispossessed
of its great wealth, and its numerous bishops defrocked; most
important of all, the state of villeinage itself would be
abolished. There would be but one lord in the kingdom, under God:
the King himself.

Our band, drawn
from a number of villages in the far west of Sussetter, had made
camp there on the northern heights overlooking London for no better
reason than that one of our number had family in the nearby village
of Hampstead. Near a mill pond we set up, alongside some ancient
earthworks upon a hill. According to the locals - as best we could
understand through their thick accents, that is - this used to be a
castle, hundreds and hundreds of years ago. So, naturally, the lads
began calling it “Sir John Ball’s Castle” or “Sir Jack Straw’s
Castle”.

The merchants
of the neighbourhood made us welcome enough, and sold us good
provender at fair prices. The old system of lords and serfs was not
to their liking at all. They would have us all freemen, earning
good wages - that we might spend those wages on their goods, and
also that they and the manufacturers upon whom they depended might
find the labour they needed, when they needed it, at a price set in
the market place, not in the manor house.

All in all,
considering the serious business upon which we were embarked, it
was a jolly scene there up on the Heath, with camp fires sparkling
in the dusk, men drinking and singing, and the good, godly aroma of
fellowship and brotherhood enveloping all.

Who sort of man
would befoul such a scene with bloody murder? And for what
reason?

As to the first
question, I soon had an answer. The man who sat on the ground
inside William’s tent, his wrists roped behind him, was tall, of
middle years, his head entirely bald, and wore an expression that
was at once severe and calm.

“I don’t know
you, do I?” I said. “I am John Cable, of Middlefield.”

“I know who you
are.”

I waited for
the prisoner to say more but he did not. “And you,
brother?”

He looked at me
for a moment, as if deciding whether or not my question was worth
answering. “I am Edmund Bull,” he said at last, “not of
Middlefield.”

“Well then,
Edmund Bull,” I said, sitting opposite him, and wondering how on
earth one went about interrogating a suspected killer. It was not a
skill much honed by pigmen. “You have blood on your clothes. Have
you killed a man today?”

I suddenly
realised that I did not know the name of the departed soul.
William, standing immediately behind the prisoner, must have had
the same thought at the same moment, for he spoke now. “The man who
was killed, Captain, was one Richard Hunt, of the village of Three
Oaks.”

“I know the
place. I have been there once or twice, upon the business of the
Great Society. And you, Edmund - you are also from Three Oaks?”

Bull merely
shrugged; that was two questions he hadn’t answered, I noted. Two
crucial questions. If he maintained this policy of silence, I
should soon be forced to make a decision concerning his fate. This
far from home, and in such conditions, there could be only one
outcome. The thought filled me with revulsion.

“Edmund, I
shall say this bluntly. If you refuse to speak to me, then
tomorrow’s dawn will find you hanging from a tree on the Heath.
Without your testimony, my hands are as tied as yours.”

He looked away
into nothingness for a while. When his gaze returned to meet mine,
I thought I saw a sparkle of amusement in his eyes. “I shall hang
anyway, Captain. Such speech as I might offer would serve only to
pass the time until your hanging-tree receives its burden.”

The prospect
did not seem to dismay him. I could see about him nothing of rage,
or triumph - nor yet of remorse, nor fear. Yet by his words,
surely, he had confessed to the crime with which he was charged?
One thing seemed clear, if nothing else did: that there was a story
here, and that I would sleep uncomfortably for a long time to come,
should I send a man to the rope without knowing why.

“Let us start
with simple fact, Edmund. You killed this man, Richard Hunt?”

The accused
nodded. “Yes,” he said, “I am from Three Oaks.”

“What?”

“You asked me,
Captain, if I was of the same village as the dead man. The answer
is yes.” He smiled.

“You little
turd!” yelled William, clouting Bull around the head with a hand
the size of a horse’s buttock. “The Captain asked - ”

“All right,
William.” I held out one of my own, much smaller hands, to prevent
another blow falling. “Edmund Bull may tell us his story in
whatever manner pleases him, so long as he tells it true.” I turned
to Bull, whose expression had not changed, despite the rivulet of
blood trickling from his upper lip. “Will you do that, Edmund? Tell
it true?”

He merely
smiled again, and shrugged his shoulders. I was making no progress
against his obstinacy, his apparent lack of concern for his fate.
Watching him while he watched me, I saw how I must appear to him: a
man of nearly forty years, of unimpressive physical stature, tired
and confused. Well: Edmund Bull was not to know it, but I had
fathered three sons and two daughters in my time, and I flattered
myself that I knew something of the methods by which a smile may be
wiped from a naughty face.

“Has the
prisoner been searched?” I asked. “Has he been stripped of his
clothing, to discover what it might conceal?”

“He has not,”
William replied.

“Then see to it
now, please.” I left the tent without another word, and without
even a glance at the accused man. I walked back to the place of
murder, and looked again at the horrors to be found there; more
calmly this time. Exposure to vileness deadens the involuntary
reactions, as any man whose workaday world involves the slaughter
of animals will readily attest.

By the time I
returned to my cousin’s tent, Edmund Bull was naked, other than the
rope re-tied around his wrists. His look was less confident,
now.

“Did you find
it, William?”

Whether or not
William had guessed what it was, he betrayed no hesitation
in his answer. “We found nothing, Captain.”

I remained
standing this time, for the purpose of looking down on the supposed
murderer. “You cannot kill a pig with bare hands, Edmund,” I said.
When he did not reply, I added: “Nor yet a man - at least, not one
who died so bloodily as Richard Hunt.”

After a moment,
Bull said: “He did bleed mightily, didn’t he? So much blood.”

“A cry was
heard,” I said. “A terrible cry, the sound of a man dying. Several
people rushed immediately towards the tent from which the noise
came. As they did so, they saw you emerge from that same tent, with
blood upon your hands, arms and clothing. You were taken and held
by those men, and from there you were brought to this tent - a
distance of two hundred paces. Will you grant me, at least, the
accuracy of the story so far?”

Bull nodded.
“That much is true.”

I leaned down
until my face was only inches from his. “And yet you sit here,
naked, your clothing having been investigated by my cousin ... and
no sign is there of the weapon with which you killed Richard
Hunt.”

I looked up and
met William’s eyes; he nodded. So, he had understood what I was
about, and his search would have been thorough and purposeful.

The accused
stretched his spine, and flexed his arms as if to bring back the
feeling to his bound wrists. “This would seem, Captain, to speak
prettily of my innocence.”

I did not
respond directly to that comment; I would play him at his own game
for a while, and see where it took me. “I would say that poor
Richard was slain with a short dagger. I have seen such wounds
before, while on the King’s service abroad. But there is no dagger
inside the dead man’s tent - I have just been to look, myself - nor
on the ground outside his tent. And there is no dagger in
this tent.”

“Perhaps,” said
Bull, “it was taken from me by the men who first arrested me. Or
perhaps I cleverly dropped it whilst being led from that place of
arrest to this place of confinement.”

“If you had
been holding a weapon in your bloody hand when you were taken,
Edmund, I have no doubt that it would have been seized from you.
But if it had been, it would surely have been turned over to my
cousin, here, and he would have spoken of it to me. As for your
second suggestion - William?”

“I’ll set men
to search the route taken from there to here.” He left the tent,
and I heard him giving orders. I could not hide my smile; Cousin
William was a blacksmith, and used to having his instructions
obeyed.

“I don’t think
they’ll find the dagger, will they, Edmund?”

Bull shrugged
his shoulders. “If it’s there to be found, perhaps they will.”

“Without that
dagger, I should be most reluctant to hang you.”

“Then I shall
pray that their search is in vain.”

“I do not ask
again whether or not you killed Richard Hunt, for it is clear to me
that that is a question you do not intend to answer. But will you
tell me this? Did you see him die?”

“You have heard
the account of events, Captain. A scream; my exit; a dead man
behind me. This would seem to answer your question.”

“And yet
you do not answer it. I can think of other explanations
which would as well fit the facts, and which would point to your
innocence. It may be, for instance, that you went to visit your
neighbour, Richard Hunt, found him murdered, and ran in
terror.”

“I see. So the
scream which was heard would have been mine, not his?”
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