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    BLACKHAM’S WIMPEY


    Yes, I do fly in bombers. What’s it like, bombing Germany? Do you really want to know? OK, brace yourself.


    Two more pints, please, George.


    Well, I expect you’ve been bombed by Jerry yourself. Plenty of bomb damage around. And there’s you, sitting down in your shelter, behind your steel plate and three feet of earth, near wetting yourself and hoping the next bomb hasn’t got your number on it. Well, being in a bomber’s a bit like that, only the nasty bangs are coming up at you, instead of down.


    But that’s where any similarity stops. You see, a Wimpey – a Wellington bomber to you – isn’t made of steel. It’s made of cloth, stretched over a few aluminium tubes; a bit like a tent. If you try hard enough, and sometimes even when you’re not trying, you can put your finger straight through the cloth and waggle it in the slipstream outside. So when a shell bursts near you, you can see the shell-­splinters going right through your fuselage, like a horizontal shower of rain, and out the other side. I suppose I’m lucky, being the wireless operator; I’ve got two big radio sets to duck behind. Though by the time you’ve ducked, it’s too late anyway.


    And suppose you, down in your shelter, were sitting on about two tons of TNT just waiting for an excuse to blow up. And about a thousand gallons of petrol, in leaky tins that stink the place out, so you never dare light up a fag, however much you need one. And your air-­raid shelter’s in a bloody express lift that keeps going up and down without warning, so there’s always a smell of spew about the place, even when your skipper’s not taking violent evasive action. And you can’t breathe properly without a dirty great mask over your face; and when you’ve got a head cold it’s so bloody freezing you have to keep taking off your mask to knock an icicle off your nose.


    No, it’s not much like what you see on the movies.


    And I think wireless ops have the worst job – because I am one. You can’t see a thing that’s going on, being sat right in the middle of the crate. There’s bits of celluloid windows in the side, but they’re brown with oil and smoke from the engines – they’re never cleaned, not like the windscreen and gun-­turrets. My oppo, the navigator, even he’s got a little astrodome over his head. It’s supposed to be for taking directions from the stars – doesn’t that sound romantic? – but if he’s ever reduced to navigating that way, we’re really in trouble. He just uses it for being nosy, so he can add his two-­pennyworth on the intercom.


    Because it’s the intercom that keeps us sane. You see, in a bomber, the only thing you can hear is the noise of the engines; it blots out even the racket of bursting flak. And you get so used to it, it gets to seem like silence – unless one of the engines starts to pack up, then you notice fast enough. But otherwise, when you’re over target, you can see bomb-­bursts and shell-­bursts and flak-­trails and even another crate buy it, and it’s just like a silent movie, especially with your ears muffled up inside your helmet. But there’s always the good old intercom, and all the lads yakking down it and even cracking mad jokes and laughing till the skipper shuts them up, like a teacher with a rowdy class. And it makes you feel not alone. And a good skipper keeps asking you every few minutes if you’re OK, and that helps too.


    My job’s all listening, not looking. I have my eyes shut most of the time; might as well be blind. That’s an idea, isn’t it; blind wireless ops – save the fit men for the army? Anyway, as I said, my job’s listening. I’ve got two radio sets: RT and WT. WT’s for long-­distance; Morse code only. It gives us directions from the top brass, like old Butcher Harris sitting on his arse at High Wycombe. And the only thing he’ll tell you is to pack up and come home, ’cause the cloud’s too thick to see the target, or maybe Fatty Goering’s not at home that night ’cause he’s sleeping at his aunty’s. Now that’s a little signal not to miss; if you do, you’ll find yourself doing a solo raid on Berlin. Oh, I know that sounds great, like something out of the Boy’s Own Paper, but actually it’s not ’cause all over Europe there are little Jerry night-­fighters sitting on their little nests of radar, just waiting for you to fly over slow as the morning milk cart. That’s why we have these thousand-bomber raids: so Jerry’ll have so many to think about, he’ll run around in circles like a kid with presents on Christmas morning. Safety in numbers: if they’re chopping some other poor sod, they’re not chopping you. So I listen carefully for that little WT signal, which is not easy when the skipper’s taking evasive action and the engines are doing their best to take thirty-­six hours leave of absence from the wings, and our guns are going full blast and everyone’s talking on the intercom at once. They’re not supposed to, but try and stop them when the balloon’s going up.


    That’s all about the WT, except you never use it. Jerry would get a fix on you in a flash; then you’d have company. Only time you use it is if you ditch in the sea coming home. Then you send out Mayday on five hundred kilocycles and hold the Morse-­key down for thirty seconds to give them a fix on you. Trouble is, everybody’s listening on five hundred kilocycles – air-­sea rescue, German air-­sea rescue, U-­boats . . . take your pick. I’ve heard of lads freezing to death in the sea while two lots of silly buggers were fighting over them.


    The RT – intercom in all your war movies – is a worry too. You’ve got to keep the volume just right, see, so no one outside the crate hears a squeak. Turn the knob too far – easy enough done wearing icy gloves – and Himmler can hear you fart. I’m not shooting a line, honest!


    So what keeps us going? Actually, we get a lot of laughs. Remember the time you and me were outside Beaky’s study waiting to be caned, and we couldn’t stop laughing? Well, it’s like that all the time, almost. And we’ve got Dadda. Dadda’s a great guy for laughs. Who’s Dadda? the child asks. Dadda’s our skipper – the big boss-­man. Dadda’s like God, only cleverer. Dadda has changed my life, the way God never did. I remember the first time we saw him.


    We arrived at Lower Oadby one January dusk in ’43. Flying Wimpey IIIs. Just the five of us, no Dadda then. The adjutant hadn’t time to bother with us; there was an op on that night, so he just shoved us into a barrack-­room with the crew of L-Love. L-­Love were a bloody good crew – done twenty-­two ops, but they weren’t big-­headed about it. They taught us a lot while they were getting kitted up. Things like always flying dead in the middle of the bomber stream because the Jerry fighters always nibbled at the edges. They weren’t much older than us and made us laugh a lot, though we did wonder a bit why they looked so pale and sweaty; the barrack wasn’t all that warm. And their rear-­gunner was chewing gum so hard, his muscles kept standing out in knots all along his jaw. Anyway, they barged out saying don’t do anything in Lower Oadby they wouldn’t do. If you’ve seen Lower Oadby that’s a big joke.


    ‘They’re OK,’ said Matt, our only pilot, and we drifted across into their half of the barrack-­room, inspecting their pin-­ups and the photos of their girlfriends stuck on their lockers and touching their spare lucky silk stockings and rabbits’ feet. Not being nosy; just looking and touching so that a bit of their luck would rub off on us. They’d shot down an Me 110, a twittish night-­fighter that had flown slowly past them in the dark without even noticing they were there. Apparently it had blown up like the Fourth of July, and one of its prop-­blades had lodged in L-­Love’s main spar without hurting anybody. Battered and rusting, it now hung over their skipper’s bunk.


    The hut was quiet and peaceful. We stoked up the stove till its stovepipe glowed cherry-­red halfway to the ceiling, and we all snored off like babes.


    The barrack-­room door banged open with a gust of snow at four in the morning. Somebody shoved on all the lights.


    ‘Good shopping trip?’ shouted Billy the Kid, our rear-gunner, always first with a wisecrack. We all sat up.


    It wasn’t them. It was three stupid-­looking RAF police with snow on their greatcoats. Carrying big canvas sacks in each hand. They didn’t say a word to us, just started grabbing all L-­Love’s kit and golf clubs and spare rabbits’ feet and stuffing them into the sacks. Ripping down the pin-­ups off the lockers.


    ‘Hey!’ shouted Matt. ‘What the hell you doing?’


    One of the police turned to him, his face blank as a Gestapo thug’s just before he pulls the trigger. ‘They got the chop,’ he said. ‘Tried to land at Tuddenham and overshot the runway.’ He turned away and began throwing stuff into his bags with renewed vigour. None of them looked at us again. We sat up in bed in our striped pyjamas, hating them. Until they tried to take the prop-­blade off the wall. Then Matt was out of bed in a flash.


    ‘Leave that alone. That’s ours.’


    The policeman reached for the blade.


    ‘It’s ours, I tell you!’ screeched Matt. ‘They gave it to us.’


    ‘Yeah,’ we all yelled. ‘They gave it to us.’


    The policeman shrugged. He knew we were lying. But Matt’s a big lad and he was mad as hell. They finished stuffing stuff into bags and left, jamming off the lights.


    ‘Bastards,’ said Matt, getting back into bed.


    ‘They’re only doing their job,’ said Kit, the navigator. ‘I don’t expect they like doing it, over and over again.’


    ‘Some guys enjoy being undertakers . . .’


    Nobody said anything for some time. Then, in the dark, Kit said, ‘They were a good bunch. I’m glad they all went together.’ Which was a pretty bloody stupid thing to say, but what isn’t bloody stupid on that kind of occasion?


    Billy the Kid went out to the bogs and was very sick. We listened. In a way he was being sick for all of us; saved us getting out of bed.


    We kept the prop-­blade a week, then threw it away. It sort of filled the whole hut, like the evil eye of the little yellow god. We never tried interfering with those policemen again, except once.


    Next morning, they ran us down to the dispersals to see our new crate, C-­Charlie. She really was brand-­new, which was funny. They normally give green crews the clapped-­out old crates. Why waste a good bomber on a mob who are five times more likely to get shot down than anybody else?


    It was bloody freezing, even wearing two sets of long johns and a greatcoat. We mooched around her, kicking things and grumbling; feeling totally unreal and farting and belching all over the crate and giggling every time. Does that shock you? It was partly, I suppose, to show how we felt about everything, and partly to try and get something hard and solid out of our guts which would never go away again. You probably know, that’s the way fear feels. And Billy the Kid kept bleating plaintively about who the other pilot would be.


    ‘Me,’ said Matt. ‘There is no other pilot. They’re trying to save pilots.’


    ‘If they blew this bloody crate up now, they could save a navigator as well. And a wireless op and two air-­gunners and a lot of petrol.’ Kit was the real joker, even then. Life and soul of the party. Only, his big blue eyes were stary that morning, the whites showing all round like they seldom have since.


    We dropped back on to the tarmac.


    ‘I always wanted to be a landgirl,’ said Matt. Since he was six foot two and the only one of us who had to shave every day, it was quite funny.


    We stood and talked and froze. We found out that a year ago, we’d all been in the sixth form. We found out that Matt had been the top pilot of his course, and Kit top navigator. Mad Paul, the front-­gunner, and Billy the Kid were top stuff, too; reaction times like greased lightning. (They played a stupid game involving slapping each other’s hands; anyone else who joined in always lost, and it really hurt.) Only I was mediocre. I had passed-­out halfway down the wireless ops list.


    Still we stood. Were we all there was? Was Matt’s horrible idea coming true? Did we have to take this thing to Germany on our own?


    Just then a thirty-­hundredweight drove up. A pair of long, thin legs emerged from the cab, stooped shoulders and a cap pushed back to display a wrinkled forehead and balding nut. He didn’t look at us; he walked across to C-­Charlie with the precarious dignity of a heron hunting frogs. We gaped at the apparition. His uniform, which carried wings and a flight-lieutenant’s rings, was thin and grey as paper.


    ‘Look at that uniform,’ said Matt, not bothering to lower his voice. ‘He’s got some time in.’


    ‘Probably in the pay office,’ said Kit.


    ‘You can make blues look like that over a weekend,’ said Billy. ‘Bit of bleach in the water, and a razor-­blade to scrape the fluff off . . .’


    The apparition kicked the starboard tyre violently, stalked on and began doing a Tarzan-­act on the starboard flaps. The Wimpey is a pretty whippy, flexible sort of plane. Some pilots compare flying one to lying in a hammock, others to making love to a woman. The steering-­column keeps nudging your chest, the engines nod up and down in a regular rhythm and the wing tips actually flap in flight. This guy had the whole plane rocking in motion, the way he was thumping hell out of her.


    ‘Shall I go and tell him it’s government property?’ asked Matt. We all got those stupid giggles again. The apparition ignored us, until he had given the tail-­wheel a final kick. Then he walked over to us.


    He knew we’d been taking the mickey. He found us amusing.


    ‘Let’s get you into your bunny-­suits,’ he said, ‘and see if this thing flies.’ We bundled into the back of his thirty-hundredweight, all except Matt, who he kept with him in the front. All I will say about the way he drove is that I was sick halfway back to the billet. Of course, I was sitting over the exhaust.


    ‘If he flies like he drives,’ said Kit, ‘we won’t make the coast.’


    ‘The German coast?’ I gasped, pulling my head back in over the tailboard.


    ‘The English coast,’ said Kit.


    New flying-­kit has a life of its own. It makes you feel like a giant panda, trussed up for its journey to the zoo. It trails things that wrap around any knob or lever available; it makes you a yard wide so you knock things off shelves that you think are miles away. Passing anybody else in the confines of a Wimpey is like dancing with a stuffed bear. You feel sweaty and cut off from everything.


    Dadda’s gear wasn’t like that. He had battered all the life out of it; it fitted him like a second skin. In places it was creased and wrinkled like rhinoceros hide; in other places it was worn smooth and shiny. There were great dirty patches near the most-­used pockets. He looked more like a decrepit heron than ever.


    We took off smoothly and easily. Piece of cake, I thought. Then he told me I had too much volume on the intercom, though I don’t know how the hell he knew. Then he told Kit he talked too much. I was still laughing silently about that when the WT set hurled itself violently into my side; lots of painful knobs too. Next second, I was dangling, helpless, in the middle of the fuselage on the end of my safety-­harness. Next second, I got the distinct impression I was hanging upside down. Certainly three pencils and a map shot up in front of my face.


    I was sick again, and now there was no tailboard to lean out over. Further forward, the Elsan toilet broke loose with a terrific clatter and came sailing past my head. Thank God it was empty. First I thought my last moment had come, then I hoped it had. When I got myself together a bit, Dadda told me to turn the intercom up. I was just reaching for the knob when the world turned upside down again. I heard Kit say, in a dreamy voice,


    ‘He can’t fly upside-­down at zero feet.’ Kit had somehow strapped and braced himself so he could look out of the astrodome. ‘I can see ducks sitting in mud over my head.’ His face was lit up like a child’s at a funfair. After that, all I did was to keep my eyes shut, play with the intercom knob, and try to keep my guts inside me. And listen to Kit’s running commentary.


    ‘I think we’re strafing Spalding . . .


    ‘Two cars have just crashed . . .


    ‘He’s knocked three bricks off a factory chimney . . .


    ‘We’re flying down a canal – below the level of the banks . . .’


    Mind you, I wouldn’t swear to the truth of any of it. Kit always shot a line, given the least chance. But it felt like it. And there was a lump of bracken caught ­in our closed bomb-doors afterwards; that even Kit couldn’t have faked.


    We finally reached the ground and crawled out. Dadda began belting hell out of the crate again, this time in the company of the ground-­crew sergeant, and not sounding too pleased.


    ‘He can fly,’ said Matt judiciously. ‘But only Spitfires.’


    ‘Can’t you tell him this one’s got two engines?’ added Billy plaintively.


    ‘He’s mad,’ said Mad Paul. That, from Mad Paul, was approval.


    ‘I don’t know what he does to the enemy,’ said Kit, ‘but by God he frightens me.’ He lit a Woodbine and did his impersonation of an aircrew-­recruiting poster, a foot nonchalantly on the Wimpey’s undercart as if he’d shot it himself.


    I was sick again, over the undercart, and his foot. It was the only comment I could make. All those silly buggers’ eyes were shining, as if it was Christmas. Already they were calling the flight the Battle of Spalding.


    I set my mind to finding out more about this nut of a pilot. I wanted to know who was killing me.


    His name was Townsend. He was an Irishman, a Dubliner. Spoke that lovely clear English that only a certain type of Irishman speaks. When he said ‘the Castle’ he meant Dublin Castle. He was a Catholic; drove (like the devil) every Sunday morning to an ugly little yellow-­brick Catholic church in Wisbech. It was the only thing he didn’t joke about. They said he’d spent two years at Maynooth, intending to be a priest and then a monk. But he’d left, saying it made the years too long. That’s why they started calling him Father Townsend, which got shortened to Dadda. At least, that was the story. Maybe they only called him Dadda because he was so much older than the rest of us. Thirty-­five if he was a day.


    After Maynooth, he seemed to have drifted. He taught English in some kind of left-­wing free-­school in Germany, till the Nazis closed it down. He’d seen Hitler before Hitler became famous; talked about him with neighbourly Irish spite as a busy, worried little man in a crumpled, belted raincoat. Somehow, that cut Hitler down to size for us. Later, Kit started the ‘Paddy O’Hitler’ craze that was unique to C-Charlie, though other crews tried copying us. Night-­fighters became Paddy O’Hitler’s chickens. Bremen Docks, on fire, became Paddy O’Hitler’s rickyard.


    ‘Rickyard’s well alight tonight, Dadda!’


    ‘Maybe Paddy won’t be able to pay this quarter’s rent.’


    ‘Maybe the great landlord in the sky will evict him.’


    ‘Chicken dead astern, Dadda.’


    ‘Wring its bloody neck,’ said Dadda dreamily, as he fell down the sky in his famous corkscrew, and the Elsan broke loose again. Half-­full this time, and everybody laughing like drains. Over a silly childish game. But op by op the game kept us laughing; kept us alive. And maybe Billy did wring a couple of chickens’ necks.


    After he’d lost his German job, Dadda seemed to have drifted on round the English Catholic schools, teaching languages. Never staying long. Until the war came, and he learnt to fly. This was his third tour of ops. You only had to fly one. Most crews didn’t last half a tour before they got the chop. People said Dadda’d survived because he didn’t care if he lived or died; that was the way things went. People said that when the war was over, there’d still be one Wimpey flying over Europe in the dark, with Dadda at the controls, wondering where the war had gone to. They said he was mad as a hatter; flew like a lunatic.


    They didn’t know him. Actually, he didn’t miss a trick. Every day we polished the perspex of our own turrets and windscreens, and he inspected them. ‘A fingerprint’s bigger than a night-­fighter, acushla. We don’t want chickens hiding behind fingerprints. ’


    On a raid, he always flew dead in the middle of the bomber stream. But at his own chosen height, which never appeared in Air Ministry Regulations. Three thousand eight hundred feet. That’s a very healthy height. The light flak’s lost its sting, and the heavy flak – the 88s and 102s – is unhappy and slow. And any night-­fighter has got the ground and church steeples on hills to worry about, as well as you. Especially if it tries to attack from underneath, which is a favourite stinking little trick.


    Besides, three thousand eight hundred feet gave Mad Paul the chance to have a crack with his front guns at the light-­flak gunners and the searchlight-­crews. I dare say it didn’t do Jerry much harm, but it did Paul a lot of good. Gave him something to do; left him no time to think. Time to think you do not need; people die of it. Dadda kept everybody busy. He let Matt really fly the crate, once he knew how. Didn’t just leave him sitting and sweating like a stuffed duck, which happens to some second-­pilots. Kit was kept busiest of all: new readings, new courses, hot coffee all round; it suited him. Dadda even found something for me.


    ‘I’ve got you a new box of tricks, acushla. A little beauty called Tinsel.’ Tinsel was a third radio, which I could use to search out the Jerry fighter-­control network. There was a crawling fascination in hearing the voices from Tomtit and Bullfinch, earnest German voices trying so hard to shoot us down. Then, at the crucial moment, I could black out their transmission by sending them the sound of our starboard engine, neatly recorded by a microphone in the engine-nacelle. God, it made those Jerries hop and swear. I tell you, and I’m not shooting a line, I’ve got the best collection of German obscenities in the RAF.


    ‘How did you know I spoke German, Dadda?’


    ‘Read it up in your records, acushla, before you were a twinkle in Groupie’s eye . . .’


    We had a private joke, too – Dadda and I. Any time a night-­fighter got on our tail, I was to shout, ‘You stupid Dummkopf, Otto, can’t you see I’m a Heinkel in disguise?’


    I think it was when he first suggested this, and I laughed till I was nearly sick, that Dadda became a kind of God, even to me.


    The business about Blackham’s Wimpey started the night we raided Krefeld; at ops tea. Ops tea is the special meal they give you before you go over Germany. Best meals we ever got. Usually a heap of bacon and fried bread and two whole precious fried eggs. Trouble is, even if you’re in a good mood, you keep thinking: the condemned man ate a hearty meal; and if you’re feeling rotten you feel you’re a pig being fattened up for slaughter. The fried bread turns to sawdust in your mouth, the fried eggs turn to glue, and the edges of the crispy bacon start burrowing into the lining of your stomach. But you get your ops tea down somehow. It may be the last thing you touch before you do your flaming-­torch act; except for a face-­wash of lukewarm coffee, halfway across the North Sea.


    Crews sit together at ops tea, always. Even if they hate each other the rest of the time. Everybody’s life depends on everybody; there’s no room for hate. Love, or you’re a dead duck. Instant Christianity. Did you know, someone actually wrote a book for aircrews called God Is My Co-­pilot? You used to find copies in the bogs, with half the pages gone. Anyway, crews sit together. And they’re either very noisy or very quiet. If they’re quiet, people reckon they’re on the chop list. We do a lot of wondering who’s on the chop list. Certain barrack-huts lose crew after crew. Falling in love is fatal. There was one gorgeous WAAF in the parachute store; none of us would even speak to her. Anybody who looked twice at her got the chop.


    Anyway, this night we were sat next to Blackham’s lot. We didn’t like Blackham’s lot, though, looking back, I can see that the only thing really wrong with them was Blackham. Colin Blackham, their skipper. Blackham the bastard. In civvy-­street, he was a Yorkshire hill farmer, a real Yorkshire tyke. Pig-­ignorant and hard with it, with a hill farmer’s attitude to life and death. Would send his granny to the knacker’s yard, if the price was right. Bradford Grammar had dragged him through school certificate, and he never forgave them for it. Well over thirty, nearly as old as Dadda, he was still only a flight-­sergeant, and he made a loud-­mouthed virtue of it. Always started arguments with ‘Well, I’m only a flight-­sergeant, but . . .’ And every time you saw him he was arguing. Horrible sober and worse drunk. A long, bony jaw and a big nose and beady dark eyes, and a hill farmer’s broken veins in his cheeks, and black hair that escaped the Brylcreem after five minutes and stood out all over his head in greasy spikes. He always wore a filthy white polo-­neck sweater that not only showed under his BD top but came down nearly to his knees. The best thing about him was, he was pretty small. A little bullock who would always settle a logical argument with his fists, if he was losing. Even after what happened to him, I still hate him.


    As I said before, Blackham’s lot were next to us and making even more noise than usual. They all mimicked Blackham, like we all mimicked Dadda. They were discussing that stupid Air Ministry instruction about machine-­gunning farm animals on the way back from raids. To undermine Adolf’s war effort. Of course, most crews ignored the instruction. We all had a shrewd idea what we were doing to women and children in the German cities, but we didn’t have to look at it, and we didn’t talk about it either. But being told to kill horses and cows in broad daylight . . . Anyway, if it was light enough and you were low enough to shoot at farm animals, you’d better save your ammo for the fighters.


    Dadda hated the idea, and, being Dadda, mocked it. He worked out it cost us more for the ammo than it cost Adolf for the cow, and Adolf got to eat the cow anyway. But Blackham’s lot loved the idea; went in for it (if you could believe them) in a big way. Last time out, they said, they shot at a Belgian girl herding cows and not only killed the cows but her dog as well; and made her dive into a ditch so fast, they saw the colour of her knickers. By now Blackham’s face was red and sweating. His noise was stirring up the whole mess-hall. Some tables were giving him dirty looks, others were starting to tap out Morse code with their knives and forks, or gouging bloody great chunks out of the table-­tops. It was unbearable.


    So I said, ‘Aah, shut your face, Blackham.’ Loud enough for everyone to hear. Next second I wished to hell I hadn’t.


    There was a horrible silence. Blackham turned to me slowly.


    ‘Did you say something to me, son?’


    I couldn’t open my mouth.


    ‘No,’ said Dadda, ‘I did. I requested you to shut your face, Flight-­sergeant Blackham.’


    Blackham looked from one to other of us, baffled. He wasn’t stupid; he knew who’d said it. But he was frightened of a trap.


    ‘Yes,’ said Kit. ‘I distinctly heard our honourable skipper request you nicely to shut your face, Sergeant Blackham. Is that not so, gentlemen?’ He turned to us.


    ‘Yeah,’ said Billy.


    ‘Beyond any reasonable doubt,’ said Matt.


    ‘Indubitably,’ said Mad Paul.


    Blackham got to his feet with a heave that sent his mob scattering. Dadda sat still, laughing at him. One poke at Dadda, and the squadron would have lost Blackham for good. The noise of drumming fists and knives and forks from the other tables was thunderous.


    ‘Flight-­lieutenant Townsend. A word with you!’ And there was Groupie, smiling his smile of pure ice. Groupie was a hero; bagged four Jerries, they said, in World War One. Didn’t use his single synchronized Vickers gun; froze them out of the sky with his famous smile. Anyway, he came across and put his arm round Dadda’s shoulders and held a perfectly fatuous conversation about the stirrup pump and fire buckets in ‘B’ flight office. Somebody down the mess-­hall gave a loud snore; but when Groupie looked up, the wise lad was finishing off his eggs.


    Krefeld was no worse than usual. The PFs – Pathfinders – seemed to have stayed sober for once and had dropped a new kind of marker: a bright red ring of fires that even the incompetent were able to get their bombs into. There was a smell of burning silk and disturbed chemicals in our share of the atmosphere over the target. Better than the Sunday-­lunch smell you get from burning city centres. Matt saw a Lanc buy it overhead; a shell from a 102 blew its wing off. We were glad it was a Lanc, and not anybody we knew. Those toffee-­nosed bastards actually cheer when they hear we’re on a raid with them. We’re sent in first, you see, and we fly slower and lower, so we’re easier targets. I mean, a Lanc can carry five times our bomb load, so why do they send us at all, except as bait for the flak and fighters?


    On the way home we met clouds, thank God. It had been a clear sky all the way to Krefeld, and a three-­quarters moon, and we’d felt as if we were doing a striptease in Adolf’s front garden.


    Now skippers react differently to clouds. Some get inside and stay inside, even when the clouds are cu-­nimbus. The buffeting inside cu-­nim can bash a damaged plane to bits, and all that static electricity doesn’t exactly mix with a crate full of petrol fumes . . . And you might meet somebody you know inside. A Wimpey’s wing-­tip can kill you just as dead as a cannon shell. And the fighters can still track you on their radar and jump you when you come out blind.


    Other skippers fly up the cloud canyons, as visible as a black fly on a tablecloth. OK, black night-­fighters are easily spotted, too, but who’s biggest and most visible, and who’s looking for who?


    Dadda sort of flirted with the clouds; up and down the slopes, around the pinnacles, in and out like a flipping skier. It was fascinating and almost cleansing, after the flames and smell at the target. A bit like having a cold shower after a rugger match. Not a soul in sight; might as well be flying over the North Pole.


    But believe me, Dadda wasn’t flirting with the clouds to refresh his soul. Unless we were getting a star-­fix, Dadda never flew in a straight line for ten seconds at a time. They said he’d once scrounged a ride with RAF Beaufighters and knew just what makes a night-­fighter careworn; besides, he said his constant stunting kept the crew awake. It’s fatally easy to doze off, once you’ve left the target, and many a poor rear-gunner has departed this life lost in a frozen dream of hot crumpet. Other idiots play dance-­music on their WT.


    ‘Dadda, you’re getting too far south – out of stream. Steer 310.’


    Dadda banked to starboard, and there was a twitchy silence on the intercom, apart from Billy muttering, ‘Nothing . . . nothing . . . nothing,’ to himself as he swung the rear-­turret from side to side.


    ‘We bring nothing into this world,’ said Kit, making eyes at me over his oxygen mask. ‘And it is certain we shall take nothing out.’ Honestly, that kid would roller skate round the jaws of hell, laughing.


    ‘Shut up,’ said Dadda.


    ‘Wimpey at three o’clock,’ said Billy. ‘Beneath you.’ It was lucky he said Wimpey, and not crate or kite, because before he could have corrected his mistake Dadda would have corkscrewed down a thousand feet, and we’d have lost the Elsan again. I stuck my head up into the astrodome alongside Kit’s. Dadda was banking the crate to get a good look, so we got a good look too.


    ‘S-­Sugar,’ said Matt.


    ‘Blackham,’ said Mad Paul. ‘Seven hundred bombers out tonight and we have to get Blackham.’


    ‘Anyone watching the rest of the sky?’ asked Dadda sharply.


    There was something compelling, eye-­catching, about that black Wimpey stooging straight up the cloud canyon, its big squadron letters glinting in the moonlight, its blue moon-shadow skating across the cumulus below.


    ‘Looks like a ghost ship . . . like the Mary Celeste,’ I said out loud.


    ‘What d’you expect them to be doing – holding a candlelight dance?’ said my good and honoured oppo.


    On and on we flew three hundred yards apart. It was protection of a sort. If a night-­fighter found us, he couldn’t attack both at once. Raised the odds to fifty-­fifty. I saw the other Wimpey’s rear-­turret swing towards us once or twice, winking in the moonlight. Whether he was just keeping a good watch, or putting up the two fingers of scorn at us . . .


    Dadda was still dodging in and out of the clouds. We kept losing and finding Blackham. I had a terrible temptation to turn up the intercom and say something to them.


    People have died for less.


    But it was company in a way, in all that empty sky. If I’d been pilot, I’d have wanted to huddle close.


    People have died for less.


    ‘This astrodome makes your ears bloody cold,’ said Kit, and went back to his navigator’s table, leaving me to it. We could fly on and on for ever, under the moon, I thought. Across the Atlantic and breakfast in America. If the fuel held out . . . which it wouldn’t.


    It was a moment before I saw it; and another moment when I didn’t believe my eyes; then a moment when the blood pounded into my head and I sweated all over. Blackham’s Wimpey had two blue shadows now; flitting beneath it on the cloud floor. How could a Wimpey have two shadows, when there weren’t two moons?


    Then one of the shadows, the smaller one, changed its angle and began to climb up beneath Blackham. Rising like a ghostly shark out of the cloud depths. Then the cockpit of the shadow glinted, and I saw it for what it was: a Junkers 88. The one the Germans call ‘Owl’; mottled blue-­grey skin, the bristling nose-­whiskers of the Lichtenstein radar, the twin black muzzles of the upward-­pointing Schrage Musik cannons behind the cockpit. Nearer and nearer it climbed, towards the soft underbelly of the Wimpey. I croaked. I whimpered.


    I banged the intercom wide open and yelled, ‘Blackham – corkscrew port – fighter below you!’


    Blackham didn’t need telling twice. His bomber turned into a great black cross as he banked before diving. Even then, I thought he was too late. A sudden thread of golden fire tied Junkers and Wimpey together like an umbilical cord; from the tail of the Wimpey to the centre-­section of the Junkers. But when the flames came, they blossomed from the Junkers. Blackham’s twist to port must have brought the Junkers momentarily into the field of fire of his rear-­turret. The turret-­guns must have been pointing in the right direction by sheer chance, and the gunner touched his buttons as a nervous reflex to something so close. Pure fluke. But enough. Next second, Blackham was cartwheeling down the sky in his defensive corkscrew like an insane crow. And the Junkers was describing a beautiful parabola of flame upwards.


    I still don’t understand what happened next. I don’t think my opening up of our intercom alone could have caused it. I can only think it was some kind of electronic hiccup. But suddenly our intercom was full of alien voices.


    ‘I got the bastard! I got him!’ That was Geranium, Blackham’s rear-­gunner.


    ‘You sure?’ Blackham’s voice, tense and very Yorkshire-tyke.


    ‘Sure I’m sure. See him burn!’


    Wild cheers from Blackham’s lot.


    Then a German voice. ‘Bullfinch Three to Bullfinch. Abandoning aircraft. Port wing on fire. Get the hatch open, Meissner! Meissner, get the hatch open. Ritter, help him!’


    We listened, appalled, as the Junkers continued to burn and continued to fly wildly across half the sky, somehow keeping pace with us, arching its beautiful parabolas of fire.


    ‘Meissner, Ritter! What’s holding you up? Are you dead?’


    The Junkers, by some trick of fate, was now flying almost level with us, almost parallel. So we saw the flames from the wing creep up the fuselage, and the cockpit-­canopy shrivel away under its licking. And the orange-­lit face of the pilot staring at us, out of the flames, aghast.


    Then the Junkers was gone, falling, falling.


    ‘Watch the rest of the sky,’ said Dadda automatically. But none of us could tear our eyes away from the Junkers below. Because that was when the flames must have reached him.


    He screamed. It should have been his death-­scream. But then the flames must have let go of him again, like a cat lets go a half-­dead mouse. We could hear him whimpering as the Junkers, incredibly – flying like a singed moth, a half-­swatted fly – climbed slowly back to our level.


    This time, he noticed us. Maybe he blamed us for all his troubles. He made a frenzied attempt to ram us, screaming, ‘Heil Hitler! Sieg Heil, Sieg Heil, Sieg Heil.’ At least I think it was that, among the bubblings from his burnt nose and mouth and lungs. He sounded more like a half-­slaughtered animal than a man; except nobody would ever do that kind of thing to an animal.


    Dadda, half-­paralysed for once by the approach of that terrible apparition, took evasive action just in time. The Junkers’ slipstream battered us down the sky; we felt his heat and smoke billowing in through every nook and cranny; and that awful smell, just a hint, or maybe I only imagined it. Over the intercom, Blackham’s lot were still laughing; laughing at him, laughing at us.


    ‘Burn, you bastard, burn!’


    Unbelievably, the Junkers began to overtake us again. Christ, he might blow up at any moment, wrapping us in a shroud of red-­hot gas that would be his fuel and his glycol and his ammo and his flesh. I pulled my chute to me and began clipping it on. We were always more afraid of fire than anything else, in those old cloth bombers. Especially of our own chutes catching fire, so that when we baled out we flared up like comets. He still kept after us. He was rambling in his mind, now. Calling on his radar-­controller one minute, his mother the next.


    ‘Mutti, Mutti.’ Telling his mother he didn’t have a left hand any more, that his charred fingers had broken off on the control-­column. Three times, in between the flames catching him, he gave his name, rank and number, clear as clear.


    ‘73794 Leutnant Gehlen, Dieter Ernst.’


    Once he cried, ‘My eyes, my eyes!’


    And all the time, in the background, Blackham’s lot were laughing. (I heard afterwards that Dadda told me three times to turn down the intercom, and I never even heard him.)


    He blew up at last, well below us and about a mile behind. Long trails of pink and white burning stuff shot in every direction, as if someone had set off a bundle of Guy Fawkes rockets. Then the sky was black, till the moon returned to our senses.


    ‘Get that intercom turned down, Gary. I’m tired of telling half Germany where I am.’


    ‘Yes, Dadda.’ We had been flying three minutes on a straight course, sending out radio-­signals clear as lighthouse beams. We were dead. Dadda went into the steepest dive I have even been in. We fell like a stone. I thought we would never pull out; I thought we were mortally hit, though I hadn’t heard a sound.


    We came home at zero feet, and, until we cleared the Belgian coast, on petrol-­guzzling full boost. Zero feet with Dadda meant just that; I saw at least three church steeples flick by overhead. It felt better that way. When you’re high up, you feel big as a haystack and slow as a cow. At zero feet, you feel powerful, like a crazy, souped-­up racing car. We were almost part of the ground. Smells of the earth wafted through the fuselage for a second, and were gone. You always get your share of the local atmosphere in a Wimpey. And the smells were a sort of sad comfort; the sharp tang as Dadda clipped the tips of a pine forest, then the rich smell of a pig farm. Once, enough to make you cry, the safe, warm smell from an early-­working Belgian bakery. We saw no more fighters; none saw us. Perhaps they were all chasing Blackham. Maybe there was still some justice in the world, ha-­ha. Two miles beyond the coast, a flak-­ship opened up on us with tracer; red and green balls, very pretty, very slow-­curving, then accelerating alarmingly. Here’s ours, I thought. Here we go to join Gehlen at the gates of hell. But they’d misjudged our range or speed. The tracers passed miles behind us.


    When we landed at Lower Oadby, S-­Sugar was already standing in her dispersal-­pen. And the debriefing hut was swamped with the noise of Blackham’s lot. You always get a horrible tot of RAF rum at debriefing; it smelt and sounded as if Blackham’s lot had joined the rum queue several times each. They had simply flown home, without taking any evasive action. Four times they’d been attacked by fighters, but, according to Blackham, they’d been ‘Waiting for the little bastards, just waiting for them.’ They were claiming two more kills, and were giving the little WAAF who was debriefing them a hell of a time.


    ‘Here’s a lovely lad’ll confirm one,’ said Blackham, grabbing both my cheeks between his fingers and thumbs. ‘He gave it to me, didn’t you, me lovely lad? Ah was going to nail thee, but now us is quits. When tha tell the young lady Ah roasted one o’ them bastards over a slow fire.’ I was sick all down his flying-­jacket; and I was never less sorry about anything in my life. I blundered out of the debriefing hut; the light and heat and the noise were like some Viking feast . . . I’d heard that all Yorkshire tykes were Vikings in the beginning.


    Dawn was just starting to break; the runways, the parked Wimpeys were like pencil-­scrawls on a lavatory wall; meaningless garbage. How ungrateful can you get? I thought. Dadda’s brought us home by a miracle, and I’m not even glad. Because tomorrow night, or the next, or the next, we shall be going back to do it all over again. Anyway, I wasn’t home on the airfield; I was still sitting in that burning cockpit with Gehlen. He had sounded about our age . . . I was back with Gehlen, over and over and over again. Life had stopped with Gehlen, like a faulty gramophone record that keeps the needle jumping back to the same place and repeating the same tune. Bugger the Germans and the British. There were just those who flew three miles high on a load of petrol and explosives, and those who didn’t. That was the real difference: those that flew and those that sent them.


    I realized the lads had gathered round me, silently, in their soft flying-­boots. We looked at each other, then looked away. Gehlen was in Matt’s eyes, in Kit’s, in Billy’s eyes that looked like burnt holes in a white sheet. We’d had it. We were on the chop list and we knew it, just as we’d been before Dadda arrived.


    ‘Let’s go and hunt up some ham-­and-­eggs,’ said Dadda. It wasn’t an invitation; it was an order. We piled listlessly into the thirty-­hundredweight, and he drove off, slowly.


    It was very quiet crossing the Fens; the trees were the faintest possible silhouettes, the sky was flushing a pale pink, nothing like Krefeld, and the birds were just starting to sing. We passed an old farmhand, who wobbled on his bike in our slipstream, but waved just the same. And, slowly, the miracle happened, as it had happened before. The birdsong began to seep into our minds, then the silhouettes of the trees; like water seeping into a leaky old boat. We were back in the here and now, in a beautiful little nowhere; content to be there, and not to think at all. Gehlen began to fade. Oh, he still came, played over and over again, but the birdsong and the trees diluted him. Slowly, gradually, he got weaker and weaker. Dadda didn’t hurry; he wasn’t doing twenty miles an hour: the thirty-hundredweight bumped its springs over the uneven Fenland roads as gently as a cradle. Matt’s cocked-­up leg relaxed and slid slowly across the metal bed of the lorry. Paul sighed and wriggled his shoulders back and forward. Kit let his head bounce on his hand where it lay on the tailgate, obviously enjoying the feeling.


    Dadda had found the ham-­and-­eggs farm after a hairy forced landing in a Whitley in 1941. He had left his rear-gunner in charge of the wreck, and just walked into the farmhouse. I suppose the famous Dadda smile did the rest, though people would do anything for somebody in flying gear, in those days just after the Battle of Britain. You could sit and watch the farmer’s wife cutting slices of ham off the joint, which hung up on a beam when it wasn’t in use. If you had the energy, you could go out to the hen cree with the farmer’s kids, and push the hens off the nesting-­boxes and take your own personal eggs straight from the straw, still warm. There was never ham-­and-­eggs like Dadda’s ham-­and-eggs. The eggs didn’t turn to glue in your throat and the edges of the ham left the lining of your stomach alone. And after breakfast you could mooch round the farmyard, watching the milk squirt into the galvanized bucket as the farmer milked each cow by hand. Kick the horse manure and smell the pong coming off it. Or listen to the farmer’s wife getting aerated about the Ministry of Ag. and Fish. inspectors. Those farmers were so caught up in their little world, they never thought to ask about ours. Sometimes they asked us to lend a hand, cleaning out a byre. If we had nothing better to do. Because we had the day off, hadn’t we? The whole day off? they asked enviously.


    God bless their ignorance; it washed us clean.


    Before we left, I took a couple of leaves from a plant that grew in the garden. When you rubbed them between your finger and thumb, they gave off a minty, lemony smell. The farmer’s wife said a couple of leaves under your pillow helped you sleep. I went back to the billet with mine, and slept like a baby.


    Next raid, our flight was sent on a diversionary attack, on the docks at Lorient. For once, Lorient was a soft job, practically a milk-­run. Dadda took us in at zero feet all the way. Lucky it was a calm night; we still came back with a length of seaweed stuck on the cockpit-­canopy. But he got past the flak-­ships without a murmur, and under the German radar, and because we hadn’t got to waste time gaining height we arrived ahead of the bomber stream. We had Lorient to ourselves, dumped the bombs somewhere near the harbour and were on our way out before the flak opened up. Dadda for God!


    We went out to sea on the way home, to avoid the fighters; heading for St Mary’s in the Scillies, slowly climbing. Dawn found us still at sea; a lovely morning, the waves an engraving on the brazen glow behind us and sunlight streaming into the cockpit. It was a bit like sailing; I’d once spent a holiday on the Scillies.


    Just as we sighted St Mary’s, Billy said, ‘Junkers about three miles off, dead astern.’ And there it was, a little black thing shaped a bit like a tadpole. Such a little thing to spoil a lovely morning . . . But you don’t muck about with Junkers 88s, even in daylight. It could overhaul you no faster than a family car, but it had a much tighter turning-­circle than we did. Luckily, there was a great patch of cumulus just off St Mary’s, and Dadda put us straight into it.


    We flew around inside, waiting for the Junkers to need his breakfast. Trouble was, we had to keep turning, to avoid flying out of the cloud again. A certain brightening of the light gave us a bit of warning when to turn, but three times we pushed our nose out, which the wily old Junkers was expecting. But he couldn’t outguess Dadda. The first time we came out, the Junkers was miles below us; the second time, he was flying away from us, and the third, he was just crossing our bows. Mad Paul gave him a burst and he could hardly miss. Bits flew off Jerry’s port-­engine cowling and he sprouted a long white plume of glycol-­smoke. He knew what it was all about; headed straight for the French coast in a shallow dive. Their rear-­gunner even had the nerve to stick up two fingers at us. Paul stuck his right back. Paul wanted to chase him, but Dadda said we’d used up a week’s luck already and headed for home, mumbling some uncouth Gaelic ditty under his breath. The Junkers, now far behind, seemed to be roughly holding height; we wished him nothing worse than a ditching, and a pick-­up by RAF Rescue.


    We landed in high good humour, for once with a good story to tell. The other flight was back, from Osnabrück. S-Sugar was in its pan. We breezed into the debriefing room – and it was just like walking into the Arctic. They just didn’t want to know us at all.


    It took some time to get anyone to explain what had happened, but apparently a kid called Reaper had been landing after Osnabrück. Now Reaper had once seen some silly bugger overshoot a runway. The effect had been so awful that it had left Reaper with just one ambition in life: never to overshoot a runway himself. So Reaper had his flaps down quicker, his throttles back quicker, his brakes on faster than anybody ever known. They called him the Caterpillar, offered him spare lettuce leaves in the Mess.


    Anyway, there was old Caterpillar caterpillaring in when another Wimpey comes in to land straight over the top of him. Its slipstream knocked Caterpillar all over the shop, though luckily he was nearly stopped by then. Then the other Wimpey lands right in front of him, neatly enough, but totally blocking Caterpillar’s way to the dispersals. It was S-Sugar. Typical bloody Blackham. He’d even cut his engines. Caterpillar leapt out, apparently, and ran up to S-­Sugar like he was going to give Blackham the hiding of his life.


    But Groupie in his jeep beats him to it. Just as well. Because there’s something funny about S-­Sugar. Something odd. The escape-­hatches are open and missing, though there’s not a speck of damage anywhere on her. Groupie sent Caterpillar away, straight off. Groupie’s been flying thirty years; he’s got a nose for trouble. So somebody fires a flare to summon the ambulance. Then Groupie goes inside. And the first thing he finds is one dead rear-­gunner with a hole in his chest. Poor old Geranium. And there’s a thirty-­eight service revolver lying just beside him, with one cartridge fired. And not a single bullet-­hole in the fuselage . . .


    Blackham was one of the few men I knew who carried a revolver on raids, to help his escape if he got shot down.


    Of Coade, the front-­gunner, Spann, the wireless op, Brennan, the navigator, and Beales, the co-­pilot, there was no sign. Groupie umphed a bit at that. They thought Blackham was dead, too, at first. But he wasn’t. Just rigid; hands still on the wheel, feet still on the rudder-­bar. Staring ahead of him, as if he was still flying. He wouldn’t answer when they spoke to him, wouldn’t turn his head to look at them. In the end they had to prise his hands off the controls and carry him out on a stretcher. Catatonic schizophrenia, they said later, when he went on sitting and flying S-­Sugar in the hospital ward. He’s never said a word to anybody from that day to this. And late in the afternoon they phoned to say they’d found the four missing aircrew, buried in a large turnip field near Chelmsford. It seems they’d jumped from too low a height; their parachutes had had no time to open.


    Nobody was ever going to know exactly what happened to S-­Sugar on the journey home. Her bombs were gone, every single part of her worked to perfection, there wasn’t a bullet-hole or a scratch on her. No reason in this world for baling out. So they serviced her and put her back in her pan. Groupie said she could serve as a spare aircraft for any crew whose crate was undergoing repair.


    What they should have done was to throw her on to the scrap­heap, as we had once thrown away that Messerschmitt propeller-­blade. But no one – not even Butcher Harris himself – has the clout to write off a fairly new, totally undamaged plane. And people flew quite regularly – if not cheerfully; never cheerfully – in crates where men had died, where men had been scraped off the seats. But at least we knew what happened to them. Nobody knew what had happened in Blackham’s Wimpey.


    After that, S-­Sugar began to dominate the whole station, as the prop-­blade had dominated our barrack-­room. Nobody went near her. Shadows seemed to gather inside her cockpit and turrets. She grew to twice the size of any Wimpey on the field. It was the time of the autumn spiders; they spun webs all over her, as they spun them in the hedgerows, as they spun them on the other Wimpeys. Except that flight and servicing and polishing scrubbed the other Wimpeys clean every day. The cobwebs just grew thicker on S-­Sugar. The ground-­crew sergeant had a strip torn off him by Groupie about it; he swore he cleaned Blackham’s Wimpey daily, but nobody believed him. Erks cycling past the pan at night were seen to steer away from it, in a half circle. There were all sorts of rumours in the erks’ mess too. Voices had been heard inside it, when there was no one about; crackly intercom voices. Then the WAAFs got hold of the story. Had anybody noticed, they asked, that no birds ever perched on Blackham’s Wimpey? Actually, very few birds perched on anybody’s Wimpey; they don’t make desirable perches, not with so many trees around – but that was the kind of stupid rumour that went around. Not that the aircrews were any better, though they never mentioned it. Aircrew are more superstitious than sailors. They all have mascots: teddy bears, old raggy dolls, umbrellas; won’t fly without them, or without peeing on the tail-­wheel before they go and after they come back. So it came out afterwards that people had gone to extraordinary lengths not to fly in Blackham’s crate. Pilots with defective crates didn’t report them, just slipped their ground-­crew fivers to work overtime on their personal planes, until they were fit to fly again. More than once there were unexplained fights between crews over job priorities.


    Finally, the scandal reached Groupie’s ears, and he put his foot down. With all the lack of sympathy that scrambled-­egg wallahs are capable of, he picked Reaper to fly S-­Sugar on the next op to Tallinn. Reaper’s crew immediately put themselves on the chop list. They sat in a tight little group at ops tea, silent, sweating, eyes down, not touching a scrap of their grub. They had spent two days writing letter after letter to say goodbye to their folks back home, giving away their tennis rackets and golf clubs and altering their wills. Nobody could bear to look at them. Most people expected them to crash on take-­off, and they damned nearly did.


    But they came back. Came back late, made a very wobbly landing, but came back without a scratch. There were a lot of us waiting for them outside the debriefing hut, waiting to break out a bottle of whisky some cheerful type had bought either to drink with them or to their memory. All of us wanted to slap them on the back . . . only, the first bloke who tried it got a punch in the teeth that laid him flat on his face. We left them alone after that.


    They answered debriefing in monosyllables. Piece of cake, they said, no fighters, no flak, found the target, easy. But they looked far worse than before they went; more destined for the chop than ever. And as their skipper rose to go, he spat out at the wireless officer, ‘Get that bloody intercom seen to!’


    Next raid, they had their own plane back, but even that made no difference. They walked out to the truck that took them to the dispersals like – I can’t get my tongue round it – like walking corpses. And that time they didn’t come back. Oh, and the wireless officer had S-­Sugar’s intercom checked. It worked perfectly.


    Groupie sent out another crew in her. Exactly the same thing happened, with knobs on. Came back in S-­Sugar without a mark on them, and crashed their own crate on take-­off the following op.


    By this time the whole flaming squadron was going down the drain. Groupie had Dadda in for a private talk in his office. I’ll say one thing for Dadda; he made a condition with Groupie: he volunteered himself to fly Blackham’s Wimpey, he didn’t volunteer us. He left us free. Asked for a scratch-crew from round the squadron. Nobody volunteered. Not a single soul, and I don’t blame them. So Dadda said he would go on his lonesome.


    Matt said he would go with him. Then Mad Paul said you had to die sometime and he’d rather die with Dadda than anybody else. In the end, even I said I would go. The idea of them buying it and me starting all over again with a new crew was unthinkable. Human beings are sheep in the end, aren’t they?


    It was our twenty-­third op.


    We get the wink from the control-­tower, and Dadda takes off a bit savagely; a tight rein on a strange horse. Is his voice a shade sharper, or is it just the strange intercom? I fiddle with the dials a bit, making no difference, and settle down next to Kit in the black windy tube that’s the whole, noisy world.


    Only tonight it’s the wrong tube; it creaks and flutters in the wrong places. Piercing draughts sneak in from the wrong angles. I stick the nozzle of the heating-­hose down my right flying-­boot, and it’s a marvellous comfort; it’s the only thing that’s giving me anything; it’s the only thing that loves me. I champ my way through a bar of chocolate, before we reach eight thousand feet and we put on oxygen masks. I am glad I can see Kit’s face through a gap in his navigator’s curtain. It looks calm and thoughtful, as he scribbles steadily on his maps. I love that face more than I love any girl’s or filmstar’s. It’s always there. I could never tell him how I feel, but sometimes he punches me, when we’ve landed, and I punch him back, and that’s it. Still, he’ll punch anybody he even vaguely likes. Does he really not give a damn? Does he really think it’s all a giggle still, on the twenty-­third time? Don’t think like that; I need to think he’s like that.


    As if he senses my stare, even through all his gear, he turns and bats his eyebrows at me, mocking. Behind his mask, I know he’s grinning.


    ‘Have you heard the one about the constipated navigator?’ He’s only three feet away, but his voice on the intercom sounds as far away as the backside of the moon. ‘He had to work it out with a pencil.’


    Snort from Mad Paul in the front turret.


    ‘Oh ha, ha,’ groans Billy.


    ‘Shut up, Kit.’ But even Dadda is sniggering.


    After the war Kit’s going to Oxford, and I’m going back to the True Form shoe shop in Clitheroe. Maybe he’ll ask me down for a weekend . . . if there is an after the war.


    ‘Keep that RT down,’ says Dadda; his voice is sharper, edgier. I fiddle with the knobs. Yes, the glowing dials are a comfort, too; a little glowing city where ants live. Ant palaces, ant cinemas . . .


    Blackham’s Wimpey is newer than C-­Charlie; the wireless-op’s seat seems harder-­edged and colder than my own. Every crate they send, there’s some new modification.


    Yes, Kit’s jumpy too; makes two course corrections on the way to our wave rendezvous over Cromer. Celebrates too noisily the fact that he’s pin-­pointed Cromer Pier.


    ‘Shut up, Kit!’ snarls Dadda. Normally Kit does us a lot of good on the run-­in, but tonight his comedy act’s not working. The engine note keeps changing, too; Matt’s making heavy weather getting the engines synchronized. And out over the sea, Billy tests his guns; but so often, we think he’s seen a night-­fighter.


    ‘What the hell . . . ?’


    ‘Sorry, Skip. It’s this turret. I’ve got to get used to it.’ Blackham, and Blackham alone, blast him, managed to get a four-­gun Frazer-­Nash turret fitted to his Wimpey. Like the Lancs and Halley-­bags have. What did he do? Blackmail the gunnery officer? Sleep with the gunnery officer’s missus? Wouldn’t put anything past Blackham. The rest of us had to put up with two-­gun rear-­turrets. I think of Blackham, still flying his Wimpey, sitting up in a straight, hard chair in the asylum. They say he pulls all the right invisible levers, and sometimes his flights take twelve hours, from breakfast to supper, then he starts all over again – unless they shoot some drug into him. If they try to stop him flying, he cries. Otherwise, his eyes are like shiny black marbles, they say, staring out of the ward window. Even when he cries.


    Stop thinking . . .


    I stick the heating-­hose down my other boot, readjust the RT. What else is there to do? Kit pushes past me, on his way to the cockpit; big as an elephant in his flying-­gear. The sheepskin brushes the back of my head; then I feel lonely. Another quick, nervous burst from Billy. Blackham’s guns. The guns that did for Gehlen. I remember them all laughing at Gehlen. Now they’ve gone where Gehlen went . . . God, I’m shaking more than I usually do over the target, and we haven’t reached the Belgian coast yet.


    Suddenly, light-­flak tracer is Morse-­coding past the windows. And then rods of pure white light, leaking in through every chink in the fabric. We’re caught in a searchlight. Then a throbbing through the Wimpey’s frame; a light, rhythmic throbbing: our front guns firing.


    Blackness and onwards. Paul’s voice saying, ‘Well, that’ll cost him his weekend’s pocket money for a new bulb and battery.’ He’s hit the searchlight, which you can do at three thousand seven hundred feet. Wild cheers all round.


    ‘It was a flak-­ship,’ says Dadda. ‘Converted trawler.’


    ‘Let him go back to catching kippers,’ says Billy. Having the last word is a rear-­gunner’s privilege.


    We all feel a lot better.


    ‘Enemy coast ahead,’ says Kit. Somehow, it’s good to be back in the thick of it.


    We’d just crossed the Rhine, spot on course and with a lot of premature rejoicing from Kit, when I began to get a vibration on the RT. You know when you’ve got your wireless at home tuned in to the Home Service and Reginald Foort is belting away on the theatre organ, and he hits a big note and your set can’t take it and gives a kind of blurting rattle? Well, my RT was acting just like that, but much softer at first.


    ‘Tune the RT properly, Gary. Get rid of that mush.’ Dadda’s voice was suddenly harsh again. I didn’t blame him. We were all as twitchy as hell about the intercom, and this noise in it was like a fat fly buzzing inside your head. I moved the tuning-­knob, dutifully but without hope. I am never off station.


    ‘Fault in the set, Dadda. Hope it’s not going on the blink.’


    ‘I’ll strangle that RT mechanic . . .’


    ‘Reaper grumbled about this RT,’ said Kit, thoughtfully. So had the other crew that bought it. That was all either of them had said, before they got the chop; get the intercom fixed. There was a nasty silence. Everybody was remembering. Nobody had anything to say.


    The buzz faded, to the edge of hope, then got slightly louder. I tell you, it was hypnotic; I couldn’t pay attention to anything else. Inside, I was praying, pleading with it to go away. I had never heard anything quite like it before. And if the set really went on the blink, we would each of us be alone and helpless, in a howling blizzard of engine noise. Please go away. Please go away. Just for tonight. I was talking to the bloody thing; stroking the dials gently, as if the RT was an angry cat that needed placating.


    The noise got louder. And not just louder – it was developing a definite rhythm. A bit like a human voice. Like somebody very tiny, shouting to be let out, somewhere deep inside the set. A voice that couldn’t yet get out.


    ‘Turn coming up, Dadda,’ said Kit. ‘Steer one-­o-­five . . . now.’ His voice was too loud, making us jump. God, that infernal buzz was like a human voice. If it got any clearer, I’d be able to tell what it was saying . . .


    Get a grip, Gary. Or they’ll be writing you off as LMF. You’ll end up in a bin, like Blackham. Or cleaning the bogs, like the poor ex-­gunner who thinks he’s a Dornier 217.


    ‘Fifteen minutes to target,’ said Kit. ‘Hope the PFs aren’t pissed again. I get tired of setting the Black Forest on fire.’


    For once, nobody laughed at that good old joke.


    ‘Oh frigg off, you miserable lot,’ said Kit. ‘Where’s the flaming funeral?’


    He shouldn’t have said that. In the stony silence that followed, the idea of a funeral wouldn’t go away. Aircrew bodies fished out of burning crates have shrunk so much, they hardly need coffins bigger than shoe boxes.


    ‘Watch the sky,’ said Dadda. ‘You won’t be shot down by a buzz on the intercom.’


    ‘Right,’ said Mad Paul.


    ‘Right,’ said Billy, a long time after. Billy’s reactions were usually as quick as greased lightning. Hell, this whole crew was falling apart.


    There wasn’t one tiny voice talking inside my RT now; there were two, talking to each other. Oh, electronic mush on the air . . . it was always happening. But not when your RT was properly tuned. I played with the knobs again, pointlessly.


    ‘Five minutes to target,’ said Kit. A dim red light was stealing down the black tube of the Wimpey’s fuselage from the cockpit windows. We began to bounce under the impact of flak and the slipstream of the other bombers. Berlin coming up.


    As I played with the knobs, the voices suddenly became audible, just barely audible.


    ‘Steer two-­seven-­five. The Kurier is five kilometres ahead of you and five hundred metres above.’ The voices were talking in German. A night-­fighter was being homed-­in on its courier, or target.


    ‘Some bugger nattering in German,’ said Kit loudly.


    ‘Well, he’s not after us,’ said Dadda soothingly. ‘We’re steering one-­o-­five. Now keep your mind on the run-­up.’


    So Kit started the old left-­left, steady, right-­a-­bit routine, and for the next five minutes he swamped the German voices. We had other things to worry about.


    The darkness after the target is the most beautiful darkness in the world. Dadda checked us one by one. Nobody hurt; no damage as far as we knew. The twin Bristol Hercules droned on blissfully. Take us home, Hercules, great god of antiquity.


    But the German voices inside my RT set were still there, louder, quite clear now. If we could hear them, could they hear us? Radio’s a funny thing.


    ‘Can you see the Kurier yet? He should be a kilometre ahead and fifty metres above you. Still steering two-­seven-five. You should see him against the clouds . . .’


    ‘How dense are the clouds, Kit?’ I asked.


    ‘What frigging clouds?’ said Kit, his head in the astrodome. ‘Haven’t seen no frigging clouds.’


    ‘It’s nothing to do with us,’ said Dadda. ‘We’re steering three-­hundred.’


    ‘I’ll just test him out on Monica.’ Monica is another little bag of tricks that Dadda acquired for me. It has a bulb that lights up when a fighter’s tracking you on radar. I switched Monica on, and off again quickly. Monica, lovely girl, said there was nobody on our tail.


    But the noise in the RT grew steadily.


    ‘Can you see the Kurier yet?’


    ‘Yes, I can see his exhausts. A twin-­motored aircraft.’


    That made me jump. Wimpeys are the only twin-­motors left in the skies over Germany, and there were only thirty or so on this raid.


    ‘He is about half a kilometre ahead, and fifty metres above me. He has not seen me. I will come up under him and give him a tune on my Schrage Musik.’


    ‘Some poor soul’s for the chop,’ said Dadda. The Schrage Musik can tear the guts out of a Wimpey before the Wimpey even knows it’s being followed.


    ‘Nothing behind us,’ said Billy. ‘It’s as clear as day.’


    The German voice was now as loud as Billy’s own on the intercom. If anything, louder. It might have been inside the plane with us.


    ‘I am a hundred metres behind him now, and twenty metres beneath. My guns are cocked.’


    ‘Anything?’ said Dadda.


    ‘Nothing,’ said Billy. ‘Not a dicky bird behind us.’ But the voice had infected us all. I tried Monica again, though I knew it was pointless.


    Nothing.


    Even Dadda banked the crate left and right, to get a look underneath.


    Nothing. But we all shuddered, waiting for the death of the unknown Wimpey. Was it one of our lot? Probably we should never know.


    And then a new voice broke in, loud, a shout, full of fear.


    ‘Blackham – corkscrew port – fighter below you!’


    ‘For God’s sake, stop shouting, Gary!’ said Dadda abruptly. I didn’t answer. It was my voice; but I hadn’t opened my mouth. It was my voice, a month old, coming out of the dark, out of the past. Calling to Blackham, who at this moment was lying in a bed in Colchester mental hospital. And no wonder the night-­fighter’s voice seemed familiar. It wasn’t just a German voice. It was Gehlen’s voice. Burnt Gehlen, who we had seen blown in pieces all over Germany.


    Then another voice, exultant. ‘I got the bastard! I got him!’ Geranium, dead a month, with a hole in his chest.


    ‘You sure?’ Blackham, very Yorkshire-­tyke.


    ‘Sure I’m sure. See him burn!’ Geranium.


    Wild cheers. From Coade, Spann, Brennan and Beales. Dead in a turnip field near Chelmsford.


    ‘Bullfinch Three to Bullfinch. Abandoning aircraft. Port wing on fire. Get the hatch open, Meissner . . .’ Gehlen. Dead, burnt Gehlen.


    ‘Shut the bloody RT off, Gary!’ Only slowly, I realized it was Dadda talking to me, in the present day. But it was Kit who reached over and turned off the intercom, plunging us into the blessed silence of the engine’s roar. When he looked at me, his blue eyes above the oxygen mask were showing white all round. I was shaking from head to foot. My hand shook so much I couldn’t undo my mask. Then I was sick, and the spew built up inside it and cascaded over the top. At least it was real and warm and alive.


    The next thing I knew, and that, too, came to me very slowly, as in a dream, was that Dadda had put the Wimpey into a hell of a dive. Either that, or we’d been mortally hit. Frankly, I didn’t care. I just hung on like a drowning man to a lifebelt. But we pulled out, and I could tell from the movement of the crate that Dadda was ground-­hopping. What else could he do to stay alive, with the intercom gone and all his crew, gunners and all, sitting in a paralysed funk? Any night-­fighter could have come up behind and stolen our braces and we wouldn’t have noticed.


    Kit recovered first, as he always did. Bundled past me with a new course for Dadda to fly. That kid was incredible. I sat huddled, cold and still shaking, over the end of the heating-hose; I held it up my jacket, against my crotch. It was a help. I watched the odd trail of tracer flying past the triangular windows, with the innocent wonder of a small child on a railway journey. Nothing came very near. Dadda was giving Jerry very little chance, as usual. Kit came bundling back to his navigator’s table and settled to a problem, face very serious. As usual, it was a comfort to watch him. How did people get to have guts like him and Dadda? I must have been at the back of the queue when they were handing out guts.


    It was then that I noticed that my RT dials were starting to glow up again. Had I knocked the switch back on, without knowing what I was doing? I reached to switch it off again.


    It was switched off.


    But the dials continued to glow up. I gave a noiseless moan, as sound filtered into my earphones. Faint cheers.


    ‘Burn, you bastard, burn!’


    An incoherent scream from Gehlen. Kit shoved me aside and reached for the off-­switch. It was still off. His eyes creased up over his mask. He tried the switch the other way, and the sound of Gehlen’s screams grew louder. He turned it to the off position again. Back and forwards he twisted it, back and forwards, faster and faster. But still the voice of Gehlen grew.


    ‘Mutti, mutti.’


    Kit went berserk then. He grabbed the heavy-­duty cables that led to the radio set from the crate’s main batteries. Tore them out of their housings on the airframe. Tried to pull them out of the radio with brute force. Then he reached for a pair of rescue shears.


    God, he would go up in a blue light! We’d all go up in a blue light, if the naked ends of the cut wires touched the airframe. Frantically, I tried to wrestle the shears away from him. We were still fighting like maniacs when Dadda separated us. We stood in a triangle, mouthing soundless screams at each other.


    Dadda took a rescue hammer and smashed the shut-­off RT set. The sparks flew, I can tell you; lucky the hammer had a rubber handle. Silence. The soundless noise of the engines once again closed like a fleecy blanket over our ears. Dadda went back to the cockpit. Kit and I sat and stared at each other. I don’t think either of us expected the world to make sense any more. We had got accustomed to living in a nightmare. Kit even produced a flask of coffee and offered me a cup. Coffee in a nightmare. But it still tasted like real coffee – as real as wartime coffee ever is.


    We looked at our watches. Kit mimed, ‘Half an hour to the Dutch coast.’ Then he turned his head to look at a section of the airframe, puzzled. It was vibrating oddly, under our backsides, under our ungloved hands. Had we been hit? Had the engines developed trouble, or gone out of synch?


    No, it was more like the rhythms of speech. Voices talking. A voice . . .


    Suddenly, the voice burst through again, like fire from a hosed-­down plane; a fire the firemen thought they had under control.


    ‘Meissner, Ritter! What’s holding you up? Are you dead?’


    And then the screams, the godawful, burning screams, drowning the noise of the engines, shaking the airframe, tearing at every joint in our bodies. Nothing, nothing left in the world but screaming.


    ‘Heil Hitler! Sieg Heil, Sieg Heil, Sieg Heil.’


    Kit and I clung together, held on to each other in a barricade of arms, of living flesh and bones. There was nothing else to do. It was all that kept us in existence. That, and the slight sway of the airframe that told our legs that Dadda, somewhere – Dadda a million miles away – was still flying her.


    The screaming gave back a little, like an army preparing for a fresh assault. Fell to a sobbing.


    ‘Mutti, mutti!’


    And we felt another movement in the airframe, towards the tail. Something was moving there, coming slowly towards us. Kit reached down and pulled aside the curtain round his navigator’s table. I thought it odd that his little table-­light was still shining. I thought it odd that it still existed at all. It belonged to the real world. He swivelled it towards the tail, and we both looked.


    A man hung there, crucified.


    For a moment, for me, the universe rocked on its pivot. Then I saw it was only Billy the Kid, face-­mask, oxygen-­hose and intercom-­wires dangling down his front like entrails. His face was that white sheet again, with three holes burnt in it now: his eyes and his silently-­screaming mouth. His freckles stood out like blood splashes. And he wasn’t crucified; his arms were braced against the airframe to hold himself up. As we watched, he drew in a shuddering breath and screamed, silently, again. He wasn’t looking at us; he wasn’t looking anywhere.


    Somehow, Kit started towards him. Immediately, Billy let go of one side of the airframe. He had a hatchet in his hand; the little hatchet many rear-­gunners carry to hack their way out of the turret, in case of a crash. I wanted to run away. But a world without Kit was unthinkable, and Kit was still advancing on Billy.


    The hatchet came up; the hatchet came down, on Kit’s head. Fortunately, it struck the upper airframe stringers in its descent and lost most of its force. Kit grabbed Billy’s wrist, and the next second we were all three struggling on the Duralumin walkway, a mass of sheepskin and bony, painful knees, air-­hoses and radio-­cables. Then we had hold of one of his arms each, and the hatchet was lying at our feet. Kit kicked it from where he lay, and it vanished into the darkness. He grimaced at me; his face-­mask had worked loose. Then he nodded up the fuselage to where the rest bed was bolted. Rest bed, ha-­ha. Lie-­and-­groan bed; bleed-­your-­life-­away-­and-your-­mates-­can’t-­stop-­it bed. We got Billy there. He was no longer struggling very hard. His mouth was open and there were long strands of saliva festooning it.


    ‘Hold him down,’ Kit mouthed.


    I buried my head in Billy’s shoulder, wrapped my arms and legs round his and clung on. Now I sensed Dadda was bending over us; I felt better. God, was it Matt doing the ground-­hopping? Could Matt really fly this crate like that? I saw the dim glow from the navigator’s light glinting on the syringe in Dadda’s hand; saw the needle jab into Billy’s rounded, straining backside. His shirt and trousers had come apart, and I could see the pale, shining, girlish skin of his back. Billy stiffened at the pain of the needle, then almost immediately began to relax. Next second, there was an agonizing bee-­sting in my own backside.


    ‘Hey,’ I shouted, ‘that’s not fair!’


    ‘Sorry,’ mouthed Dadda. ‘Meant for him.’ He pointed at Billy.


    I was getting all weak and warm and drowsy, as the morphia took over. I was frightened I would be too weak to hold Billy; but he had had his jab first: he was even drowsier than me.


    That was the last I knew. As the terrible screaming started again, I slipped away from it into warm darkness.


    When I came round there was no noise but the roar of the engines. Billy the Kid was still out cold, snoring gently. I wondered who had drawn the great big blue marks under his eyes with a pencil. Kit was sitting at his table, still wearily doing his sums. He had no need of his navigator’s light now, because sunshine – early, horizontal sunshine – was streaming in through our dirty triangular windows. I made some kind of movement with my arm, and at the third time he saw and came over.


    ‘That noise has stopped,’ I mouthed.


    ‘Halfway across the North Sea. Got weaker and weaker. Then it . . . seemed to give up.’ He held up five fingers. ‘Five minutes to Oadby.’


    ‘Any damage?’


    Kit tried to smile, and gave up. The guy with the blue pencil who’d been drawing on Billy’s face had been drawing on Kit’s too. With a slightly shaky hand, he gave me a flask-top of cold coffee and said, ‘No damage. Not a bullet hole. I’ve checked.’


    ‘We’re going to get this home?’


    ‘Dadda says this crate will always get home.’


    ‘What d’you mean?’


    But Kit got up and hurried away forward. I heard the note of the engines change, and felt the aircraft tremble as the flaps went down.


    Dadda’s landing was a perfect three-­pointer; never a bounce. We shook Billy awake, got out on to the tarmac and stood round and peed on the tail-­wheel. I caught myself wishing our pee was pure sulphuric acid, and that the tail-wheel would dissolve and all S-­Sugar with it.


    The ground-­crew sergeant came up, glancing at wings, tail, everything.


    ‘Good trip?’


    ‘Piece of cake,’ said Dadda. He grinned; dried-­up saliva wrinkled his lips into strange patterns. ‘But the RT needs seeing to. And there’s no point in arguing this time – it’s smashed to hell.’


    Kit actually laughed, even if he couldn’t quite finish it.


    The debriefing WAAF kept asking me what happened, and I kept on saying, ‘Nothing. Piece of cake.’


    I came up slowly out of the depths of sleep. The barrack-room was cold and empty. Waking up was a mistake. I’d been happy asleep.


    I went to the window. Autumn Fenland mist. Boundary fence. Mud this side and mud beyond, fading away into infinity. Through the fence a few dirty, ragged sheep stared at me, chewing. I despised them for their keen desire to stay alive. Personally, for the first time, I wished to be dead. Oh, not your Pearly Gates opening and St Peter waiting to pin a gong on you. I’d settle for lovely, black-­velvety nothing. Not see, not feel, not think. I tried to remember Clitheroe Grammar School, Mum and Dad, and a girl called Betty who wrote to me every week. But the memory of them stayed grey and remote, like photographs in a tattered copy of the Daily Mail, blowing around the dispersals.


    This, I thought, without much real interest, was the effect of flying in Blackham’s Wimpey. This was the huddled, inert state that Reaper’s crew had reached, and Edwards’, just before they got the chop. In this state, the chop was inevitable. Dieter Gehlen, dead, was claiming more victims than ever. He was deadlier in Blackham’s Wimpey than he had ever been in a Junkers 88. To the glory of the Fatherland. And there was no reason why he should not continue to claim victims. Blackham’s Wimpey, as Dadda had observed, would always come home. Probably unmarked. It could fly two more whole tours. How Gehlen’s ghost managed to keep flak away, and other Jerry night-­fighters, God alone knew. But obviously if Blackham’s Wimpey bought it, Gehlen’s ghost bought it too. And that would not be in the scheme of things . . .


    I realized that what I was thinking was quite insane. The only comfort was that we six could huddle in a group, sharing a common insanity. For a bit. Like Reaper’s lot; like Edwards’ . . . the names tolled in my head like a funeral bell that would not stop.


    Why hadn’t Reaper reported it? He had, the only way anyone would believe. He had told the ground-­crew sergeant to see to the RT. Something was wrong with it. Oh my, was something wrong with it! But what else could Reaper have done? Told Groupie his squadron contained a haunted bomber? That would have got him one of two rewards: either sitting flying a bomber in Colchester mental hospital, like Blackham, or else found to be LMF – lacking in moral fibre – reduced to the rank of AC2 – the lowest rank of erk – and put on cleaning out the bogs on your own station, with all your mates either trying to look you in the face or trying not to look you in the face. That crafty bastard Gehlen had it all taped. My eyes filled with tears of helpless rage. I’d like to kill Gehlen, for what he was doing. But that wasn’t possible, was it?


    The barrack-­room door was flung open with a bang, making me jump a yard in the air. I hadn’t realized I had that amount of life left in me. It was Kit. He didn’t look as if he wished he was dead. Instead, he looked slightly and gleefully insane. I retired into my pit, and he sat on the end of it, swinging his flying-­boots.


    ‘You look terrible,’ he said.


    ‘I feel terrible.’


    ‘What you reckon to last night, then?’


    ‘Ghost?’ I said feebly.


    ‘That bastard knew what he was doing.’ He spoke as if Gehlen was a living man. ‘He kept on playing himself different ways, for maximum possible effect. Like a dirty old man flashing himself to schoolgirls in the park.’


    ‘How did you cope?’


    ‘Oh, we all got in a bunch. I stood behind Dadda’s seat, with a hand on Matt’s shoulder. Being three together wasn’t so bad. It was being alone in the tail that did for poor old Billy.’


    ‘What about Paul in the front?’


    ‘We kept kicking him up the backside. That kept him going. And he popped away at the light flak and searchlights. He didn’t hit a thing, but he said it relieved his feelings. He’s out there now, fiddling with his motorbike. Doing wheelies up the runway and driving the WO mad.’


    ‘It must help to be mad,’ I said. ‘How’s Billy?’


    ‘No worse than you. He’s still with us; just.’ He stared out of the window. Then he said, ‘That bloody thing didn’t scare Dadda at all, you know. All Dadda said was “poor soul”. That’s what kept me going. That, and the fact that the bastard went on too long. When he was starting to fade, at the end, he sounded like a worn-­out gramophone record. I got up enough nerve to walk to the back of the crate after that. You and Billy were curled up like a pair of babes in the wood. I even took a spell in the back turret. Didn’t see anything. After that thing, what’s a Jerry fighter?’


    ‘Well, Gehlen’s done for me,’ I said. ‘Like he did for Reaper and Edwards . . .’


    Kit gave me a long hard stare. ‘I’ve got news for you, son. Just had a report on C-­Charlie. She’s in need of two new engines. Next time we go out, we go out in Blackham’s again.’


    My world fell in. I didn’t think I could have felt worse, but I did. ‘I’m not going. It’s LMF for me. How do you hold a bog brush?’


    ‘I’ll come with you,’ said Kit. ‘But d’you fancy helping me do something first? I scrounged this out of Paul’s bike.’ He pulled a stubby, flat whisky bottle out of his sagging tunic pocket. It was full of clear liquid. He let me smell it. Petrol.


    ‘You don’t mean—’


    ‘I bloody do! Burn the sod out. If S-­Sugar burns up, Gehlen can waste his time haunting the aircraft knacker’s yard.’


    ‘You wouldn’t dare . . .’


    ‘Try and stop me. What can they do to us, even if they can prove it wasn’t a careless fag-­end? How about three years in a nice quiet cell?’


    ‘Bliss,’ I said, feeling suddenly a whole lot better. ‘When?’


    ‘Now,’ said Kit. ‘Before the ground-­crew get to work on her. Dadda brought her home on full boost; there’s hardly a cupful of petrol in her. She won’t blow up and kill anybody, not unless somebody tries to be a hero with the fire-extinguisher – and they can go and hold old Gehlen’s hand.’ His eyes still had that slightly mad shine, but I went with him. Except for Dadda, we all did, even Billy. Especially Billy.


    There seemed not to be a soul about, as we walked to the dis­persals across the wet, misty field. But I suppose there are always mechanics working inside the crates, and cosy, nosy buggers looking out of office windows. Which probably accounts for what happened later. You don’t normally get a complete aircrew walking out to a crate the morning after an op. S-­Sugar loomed up suddenly, as if she were a ghost. From the outside, she looked just like any other Wimpey; that wedgy, faithful-­doggy profile. For a moment my mind did a double-­take about damaging His Majesty’s property. But Blackham’s Wimpey didn’t really belong to His Majesty any more, though of course His Majesty didn’t know it. Matt reached up and pulled down the hatch and ladder. For no particular reason, I climbed in first.


    I’d never smelt a bomber the morning after a raid before. Normally, the ground-­crew hose them out with disinfectant before we see them again. But this morning S-­Sugar smelt as we had left her: petrol, cordite from the guns, a stronger kind of cordite from the German flak, the stench of vomit, the greater stench of the cold, black Elsan, the stink of sweaty socks and another smell that smells like the smell of blue funk. Only a burning Wimpey smells worse, when the crew’s still inside.


    It was dark, too. Thick dark. Not much pale yellow light showed through the smeared windscreen.


    The moment I began to move up the fuselage, I stopped. There was something alive in there. I always know when there’s something alive in a place. We have an old grey moggy which hangs round our barrack-­room. She’s fond of lurking, invisible, among the grey blankets. I always know she’s there, somehow, but she always gives me a fright when she jumps out, purring. Now there was something in S-­Sugar, and it wasn’t a moggy. Much bigger than a moggy. The hair rose on the back of my neck. I tingled all over.


    There was a murmur from beyond the rear of the cockpit. The wind was blowing a bit, rocking the Wimpey on her wheels and keening through struts and aerials, but the murmuring was louder than the keening, though half lost in it. It seemed to be coming from somewhere near the RT; softly, rhythmically. I strained to hear it, and the hair on my neck rose afresh. God, this couldn’t be happening.


    The murmuring was in German . . .


    ‘You have done well, Dieter. You have done very well. Nobody could have asked for more courage and loyalty than you have shown. Now you—’


    ‘What the hell . . . ?’ Kit, coming up the ladder, bumped into my back. One look at my face silenced him. And Matt and Paul and Billy, as they ascended one by one. We all listened, painfully holding our breath.


    ‘It is time to go now, Dieter. It was terrible, dying, but now you are free. You have done your duty. Go now where there is no more Führer, no more British terror-­flyers . . .’


    A ghost talking to itself. No, I just couldn’t believe it. My mind was giving way about once an hour these days; almost as regular as breathing.


    ‘Oh, for God’s sake, let’s get it over with,’ said Billy savagely from the back. Bravely, from the back, he began to push Paul and Matt and Kit and me up the fuselage. He mightn’t have been so keen, if he’d been in front. I tell you, I was fighting like hell to get back and out of there. Kit was giggling in my ear, wildly.


    But in spite of my struggles, I was pushed nearer and nearer the wrecked RT set. There was a too-­dark shadow behind the set. I couldn’t quite see what it was, because Kit’s navigator’s curtain was in the way, but I knew damned well that that shadow wasn’t shadow, that that shadow shouldn’t be there. It looked . . . leathery. Like a crouched airman in leathers.


    Then, starting with a near-­imperceptible motion, it rose and rose, and looked at us, with a dead-­white face under a rounded leather flying-­helmet.


    I shut my eyes and screamed again. My throat was already sore with screaming. A very solid hand reached out towards me, grabbed my arm.


    ‘Steady, Gary,’ said Dadda.


    He had been there almost since we landed, seven hours before. Just got debriefed, then went to his billet to fetch a couple of things and straight back into the stinking bowels of S-­Sugar. He clutched the few things against his flying-­jacket now, with one hand. A fair-­sized black book, and what looked like a string of fat black beads, with a little black cross on one end. ‘Relics of Maynooth,’ he said, with a wry, weary grin.


    ‘I thought you’d be back,’ he added. ‘And that will be petrol in the whisky bottle, young Kit? I knew I didn’t have all that much time.’ Kit had the grace to gape.


    ‘Give me that bottle, Kit.’


    ‘I’m going to bloody do it!’ said Kit, very defiant.


    ‘No, you’re not,’ said Dadda. ‘I’m going to do it. I’m skipper.’ Kit was so shocked, he forgot to argue.


    Dadda turned and looked at the smashed RT set. ‘I’ve tried to persuade him to go.’ He sighed. ‘But he’s very young, and very proud, and very brave, and, sadly, very much in love with his beloved Führer. I don’t think I’ve done any good, with all my talking.’


    ‘Has he said anything?’ asked Billy, curious.


    ‘No,’ said Dadda. ‘Nothing at all. It’s been me doing all the talking. Now let me have one more go, like good lads. Get outside and wait for me. And stand well back.’ He began to kick and scrape together on the walkway the debris of the night: greaseproof paper from the corned beef sandwiches, discarded maps and navigational instructions, my own Morse-­code pad. Then, thoughtfully, he unscrewed the whisky bottle and poured out the clear liquid.


    The sharp, dangerous smell of petrol filled our nostrils.


    We bundled out, suddenly chattering like schoolboys on Bonfire Night, full of a sick sense of a treat to come. There were a few erks cycling past through the thinning mist, and some ground-­crew kicking their heels under A-­Able in the next pan. That sobered us. There were more people about than we’d thought. We spotted Dadda’s old thirty-­hundredweight parked to one side of the perimeter track, and hung about there. A ground-­crew WO approached with steady ringing tread.


    ‘What are you lot on?’


    We shuffled. Aircrew-­sergeant’s stripes, to a ground-­crew WO, are as thin as the toilet paper they’re printed on. And it was unusual for an aircrew to go out to a Wimpey, the morning after an op. The ground-­crew think they own the bloody crates; they only lend them to us for ops, and they even make us feel guilty when we bend them.


    ‘Waiting for our skipper,’ said Kit humbly. ‘He’s giving us a lift.’


    ‘You lot get in our hair,’ grumbled the WO. ‘We’ve got a lot to do, you know.’ He kept looking at us; he wasn’t going to go away. He could sense the excitement bubbling up inside us; suspected some sort of practical joke.


    ‘Flight-­lieutenant Townsend’s lot, are you?’


    ‘Yeah,’ said Kit, so quiet you could hardly hear him.


    Dadda emerged down the ladder, in a rush occasioned by the respect we all have for the effects of burning petrol. He spotted the WO instantly, and walked across, long-­boned and relaxed. He was smoking a fresh fag; tipped the ash on to the WO’s shining toecaps, as if he wanted him to notice. The WO backed off, surreptitiously wiping each ash-­covered toecap in turn on the back of the other trouser leg.


    ‘You shouldn’t be smoking aboard an aircraft, sir,’ he said, half cringing, half bad-­tempered. Still uneasy.


    ‘I shouldn’t be alive at all,’ said Dadda. A bit of the old aircrew boast, putting ground-­crew in its proper place. ‘Sorry. One forgets about the smoking. C’mon, gang, let’s go and find some ham-­and-­eggs.’ He opened the door of the thirty-hundredweight so casually that I wondered whether he’d lost his nerve and scrubbed the whole thing. We turned, to pile in the back.


    Behind us, the WO called out, ‘Hey!’ Softly, to himself.


    We swung round, and saw the leaping red flicker in the Wimpey’s cockpit. Saw the first bit of fabric crinkle and blister and peel back from the airframe. Saw the first red serpent of flame lick its way upwards, eating into the mist overhead.


    ‘Hey!’ the WO shouted again, and began to run towards S-Sugar. But doped fabric burns fast. Halfway there he changed his mind and stood stupidly, shielding his face with his hand against the heat. A few more seconds and the whole front end of the crate was going up.


    People came running from all directions; it seemed like everybody on the whole airfield. In the distance, the warning sound of ambulance and fire engine. But some way off the fire engine stalled; they said afterwards the plugs oiled up . . .


    Everyone stood and gaped. Especially when the voice started. The German voice, right here in the middle of an English airfield. Leutnant Dieter Gehlen, having his last fine careless rapture. And he might have claimed his last victims then, because several erks made crazy attempts at rescue. But the Wimpey was too far gone, aflame from nose to tail. And the voice grew so loud, it echoed round the mist-­filled airfield; more than human, essentially the voice from a radio, distorted and full of static crackle.


    ‘Bullfinch Three to Bullfinch . . . port wing on fire. Get the hatch open, Meissner . . .’


    They backed away as the crate turned into ­a torch in which nothing human could have lived. Yet the voice still grew louder and louder.


    ‘Heil Hitler! Sieg Heil!’


    Then the screaming; terrible, familiar.


    ‘What is it?’ shouted the WO, to no one in particular. ‘My God, what is it?’


    An aircraft’s fabric doesn’t take long to burn through. Within another minute, S-­Sugar was a blackened skeleton, filled with black blobs. There was no big bang. The front guns fired two rounds as the heat reached them; then the four guns in the tail – fortunately aimed only at the earth bank of the dispersal-­pan – got off a long burst all on their own. There were individual flame-­ups of flares and glycol; then, for a short time, the near-­empty petrol tanks kept us lively.


    And still the German voice bellowed on, out of the blackened skeleton. The ghost of Dieter Gehlen, born in flame, was consumed in flame. If the life of a happy man flickers like a candle for seventy years and gutters out, the short life of Dieter Gehlen burned out like a rocket. All that assembled crowd, the aircrew especially, knew then what had done for Blackham and Reaper and Edwards. But I don’t think that ground-­crew WO knows to this day.


    At last, silence. He was gone. All that guts, all that energy, all that faith in an evil, unworthy cause. All that hatred of the Britische Terrorflieger. I like to think he baled out before the bitter end, and landed at the Pearly Gates, and got a halo for mistaken effort. But I doubt it.


    ‘They shouldn’t have laughed at him,’ said Dadda softly, to himself. ‘They shouldn’t have laughed at him.’


    At this point old Groupie turned up in his jeep. He asked a few questions, didn’t bother waiting for the answers and had our whole crew placed under close arrest. There was a sort of low rumble from the assembled aircrews that suggested, even to Groupie, that he hadn’t particularly improved the shining hour.


    We were questioned closely. Dadda admitted to lighting a fresh fag from a dog-­end inside the crate, and maybe being a bit careless when he disposed of the dog-­end. But there was too much flak flying round the station for Groupie not to know that something was up. Over the next twelve hours we were frantically marched here and there, which was a bit rough, though nothing like as bad as doing an op. Especially as every time we went out, we got more cheers than the last time. And we heard that Groupie was having the same experience, only with boos and catcalls.


    Then Groupie brought in all kinds of guys to ask us questions; the coldest-­smiling top brass RAF police I’d ever seen. If they’re that terrifying, why aren’t they out in North Africa, scaring the Germans? There were also technical experts, pretty in well-­pressed blues, and a couple of civvies who I think were trick-­cyclists. We stuck to our story: nothing. Dadda stuck to his fag-­end. We spent a lot of time reading old comics and polishing kit that hadn’t been polished since we got there. Meanwhile, the cheering and jeering got worse, and the adjutant ill-­advisedly uttered the word ‘mutiny’.


    Groupie had us in one last time, late that night, and began going on about LMF. Dadda looked at him in a way even Groupie found hard to take. They went on staring and staring at each other till the WAAF stenographer dropped her pencil. Then Dadda offered to prove that his crew did not lack moral fibre. In the morning, he said, we would do a solo raid up the Pas de Calais, strafing gun-­sites from zero feet. If Groupie would care to accompany us, he would have the chance to observe personally if the crew of C-­Charlie lacked moral fibre. It would have been ­pure suicide, of course. But as Groupie fixed his gimlet eyes on each of us, we gazed right back and nodded in turn. I even managed to stop myself swallowing.


    We had Groupie over a barrel. He hadn’t been expecting this. And too many people were there to hear our offer, including the WAAF, whose eyes were standing out like chapel hat-­pegs. Threaten as he might, news of it would be all over the base by morning. Mind you, I wouldn’t want to do Groupie an injustice. He’d have come up the Pas de Calais with us, if it would have done the war effort any good. But I think he saw then that we were another kind of problem. He rubbed out LMF after our names, and put in Crazy instead. The Crazies do exist; we’d met them. There was one air engineer I came across in London on leave who’d done four tours in Lancs. He would lie on his bed and try to trim his toenails with a .38 revolver. Crazies are hooked on destruction. They’re clean over the horizon, and never coming back.


    Groupie went off into his private sanctum and closed the door and got on the blower, to somebody you could tell didn’t welcome being woken up. Maybe it was Butcher Harris on his bath night. They say old Butcher plays with bombs in his bath, like admirals play with boats. We couldn’t even hear Groupie’s end of the conversation properly, but the tone was ‘How the hell do I get out of this one?’ Then Butcher, or whoever it was, had a bright idea. You could tell that from the sudden change in Groupie’s tone. A moment later he came out and told Dadda to take his crew and every last bit of their kit and possessions, and load them into C-Charlie and depart at crack of dawn. Dadda asked what about C-­Charlie’s overdue engine-­overhaul? Dadda was told where he could stuff C-­Charlie’s overhaul. Or rather, it would be done after arrival at the new station. The expression on Groupie’s face implied he wouldn’t break his heart if C-Charlie crashed on the way.


    Dadda asked where he was to fly us to. Groupie told him St Mawgan, in Cornwall.


    ‘Long-­range attack on Tokyo via Mexico City,’ muttered Kit to me. Groupie froze him with a look, but said nothing. We were officially Crazies now, and no longer under his command. All he wanted was to see the back of us.


    We reached our billet feeling slightly drunk, and began throwing stuff into our kitbags; throwing stuff at each other. Billy proved what a rotten shot he really was by heaving a boot through the window. We all thought that was an excellent idea, and joined in. When there were no barrack-room windows left (thank God it was only September) and no mirror either (we’d all have liked seven years’ bad luck, after months of the prospect of less than seven hours), we sat on our beds and talked.


    ‘What’s St Mawgan?’ asked Paul, taking a breather from working out how to get his motorbike inside C-­Charlie.


    ‘Probably missions of an extra-­hazardous nature,’ said Matt solemnly, and hiccuped.


    ‘Like delivering milk to the Tirpitz and picking up the empties,’ said Kit.


    Just then we heard the thirty-­hundredweight pull up outside. We loaded up, including the motorbike. It was starting to get light and we espied an RAF policeman leading a dog on a bit of string towards the small-­arms firing range. It was a little runt of an Alsatian thing, with ears that were still floppy. We all knew where it was going, and so did the dog. Its head was down and its tail drooped. Aircrew aren’t supposed to keep pets, but they do. They ask their mates to take them over, if they get the chop. But if their mates get the chop as well . . . The police were always taking dogs up to the firing range, with a shovel in the other hand. Anyway, Kit makes for this policeman with terrible speed, and we all take after him like the clappers. Including Dadda, who is quietly swearing to himself. The policeman pulls up, a look of amazement and then of acute distress on his face.


    ‘I don’t like you,’ says Kit. ‘I don’t like you at all. I would not wish to have your company. I would rather have the company of that dog.’


    ‘I’m only obeying orders,’ said the policeman, licking his lips.


    ‘So is Heinrich Himmler,’ says Kit, rather unreasonably I thought. I mean, Himmler gets far more overtime pay than an RAF policeman. Kit holds out his hand. ‘That’s my dog.’


    ‘Who says?’


    ‘We do,’ we all chorused. He looked from one to the other of us, bewildered. It’s rather fun being an official Crazy.


    ‘Give him the dog, Corporal,’ says Dadda, very crisp and RAF.


    ‘Yessir,’ says the policeman, standing to attention with relief and giving a very fine salute. Oh to be a single-­celled animal . . . We bundle back into the truck.


    ‘What you going to call him, Kit?’


    ‘Dieter. Leutnant Dieter Ernst Gehlen. But Dieter for short. He’s one of the crew now. He buys it, we all buy it. He lives, we all live. He flies. Every damned op. What the hell has he got to lose? If he wasn’t here with us, he’d be dead by now. Pure profit. He’s gained five minutes’ life already.’ He fondled Dieter’s ears affectionately, and Dieter licked his face with some enthusiasm. He’d lost his chop-­list look already.


    At precisely o-­four-­thirty-­five hours, C-­Charlie got clearance for take-­off. With a bomb load of fifteen kitbags, one BSA motorbike and one happy dog. Nobody was supposed to know we were going, but a lot turned out to see us off.


    Dadda flew down to St Mawgan at a very moderate height and a very moderate speed. I don’t think he wanted to risk straining the crate’s engines. It was funny, starting out with the sun coming up over our shoulders.


    ‘We’ve gone west at last,’ said Kit. ‘So this is heaven?’


    ‘Looks more like Slough,’ said Paul.


    ‘Not the Slough of Despond?’ Kit was in a daft mood. He had nothing to do; navigationally, it was a trip round the bay. We all gawped like trippers at a countryside of mist and hill, cornfields turning pink in the sunrise, with reaping machines and hay carts left any-­old-­how overnight. A countryside we would never have to bomb; where early farmhands looked up at us once and pedalled on. Where we weren’t Terrorflieger.


    Soon the pale blue of the Bristol Channel crawled over the horizon, to join the English Channel in sharpening the land to a pencil-­point. Devon and Cornwall narrowed and narrowed; the sea gathered in as if, if not to welcome us, at least to look us over. The slice of atmosphere spilling into the Wimpey smelt cleanly of ocean and seaweed. We took a crafty look at St Mawgan from the air. It had the solid brick buildings of a permanent station; no more tents and Nissen huts. And even from up aloft you could see traces of RAF bullshit: whitewashed patterns of stone round a guardroom; what would be a flowerbed again in the spring. I turned up the RT, so Dadda could speak to the control-­tower. Tower, a rich, fruity voice, finished up by saying, ‘You’ve chosen the right day to arrive. Mutton chops for lunch and the Saturday hop.’


    Silence. We were all knocked silly by the idea of a regular Saturday hop. Saturday night was the Butcher’s favourite time for the Happy Valley, the Ruhr that is.


    ‘This place sounds like bloody Butlin’s,’ Kit blurted out.


    ‘Watch your tongue, Sergeant,’ said Dadda, more RAF than I’d ever heard him.


    ‘I heard that,’ said the fruity voice, not at all put out.


    That Saturday hop was quite a thing. A sea of floral dresses; the smell of face powder and the swish of silk stockings. Not a bad band, either: three corporals and three LACs and a nice semi-­professional touch, even if the music was a bit out of date; provincial. Most of us just sat and watched anyway, and breathed in the females, though Billy the Kid got involved with a red-­haired WAAF with an amazing pair of Bristols. And Paul found a guy who owned a motorbike.


    I just kept watching the faces. There were a lot of steady couples, staid, steady couples. Nobody living it up, kicking the place apart, or twitching. The aircrew looked hard-­worked, but they had the ruddy look of fishermen or shepherds. Many were quite solid round the middle; if bombers make your guts screw up, the boredom of Coastal Command makes you nibble. They looked middle-­aged; quite a number had balding heads. But none of them looked as if he was on the chop-­list. It was so hot and flowery-­smelling, I fell asleep twice. But I wouldn’t go to bed. I was too busy absorbing the possibility of having some sort of future.


    And that’s the way it’s been, the last ten months. It’s not a soft life in Coastal. Try crawling out of your bed in a five a.m. blizzard and trying to keep your perspex frost-­free with your heating-­hose and fingernails. And our lot have lost three crews in ten months. We often wonder what happened to them. Maybe they met one of those Junkers that get into the north end of the bay; maybe they met a wind that read 120 knots on their API. But that’s the point: we have time to sit and wonder what happened to them, and that’s quite a luxury. We sometimes stay in the air for thirteen hours at a stretch with extra-­load tanks, and that’s a lot of time to wonder, while you’re watching the radar screen for the tiny blip that means a U-­boat schnorkelling.


    Meanwhile, we too have turned into fishermen and shepherds. We’ve dropped plenty of depth-­charges, of course, but as far as we know killed nowt but blossoming white circles of belly-­up fish. We met a U-­boat once, on the surface off the Skellig, when we were coming home with no depth-­charges left. Paul exchanged a few words with it, and it left the scene of the crime rapidly. We weren’t all that bothered.


    Otherwise, we see a lot of sunrises and sunsets from high up, and study the flight of birds. A storm-­petrel came through the windscreen once, and wrapped itself round Dadda’s neck. Paul reckoned it had been trained by the Japs in kamikaze tactics. We had it stuffed for the billet mantelpiece. And we fly round in big circles and little circles, just like herring-­gulls, but a bloody sight colder. But when we leave a convoy and their Aldis winks ‘thank you’, we feel a bit warmer.


    Everything says we’re going to finish the war here; the forgotten army. They’ve taken away Tinsel and the H2S. Dadda wouldn’t let them pinch Monica. They’ve covered our black paint with a lovely coat of Coastal white, with two black bands round the fuselage. And we haven’t burnt any more crates. Dieter is great; he’s not grown much, but he’s put on weight and got this glossy, all-­black coat that makes him look a proper Nazi. Which is a laugh, because he’ll lie down for anybody to tickle his belly. He likes riding in the front gun-turret, slobbering over Paul with excitement. He flies every op; Coastal understand about mascots; they’re nearly all ex-bomber anyway.


    Oh, and we’ve got this new game. Dadda disclosed that his family have a ruined castle and estate at a place in Eire called Castletownsend. We’re all going to live there after the war, as gamekeepers and illicit whiskey-­distillers and things. He did a zero-­feet raid on the Republic last month, to show us the castle from the air. The Irish authorities complained, but Dadda just told the Wingco he had an Irish passport. I don’t know if any of Dadda’s story is true, but it helps to pass the time.


    Yes, we get a lot of time to think, in Coastal. Think about the old squadron; all new faces by now, nobody left who remembers the end of Dieter Gehlen. Think about all the English ex-­schoolgirls filling bombs till their backs ache, all the German schoolgirls making shells. Think about the guts of German mothers in Hamburg, sheltering their kids with their own bodies from the fire-­typhoon we started. Think about the craftsmen’s skill in a Rolls-­Royce Merlin, and a German medieval cathedral. All those people with all that guts, and our top brass are just turning them all into one great big rubbish tip that’s slowly covering Europe. While we watch seagulls.


    I sometimes think, towards the end of a thirteen-­hour flight, that we died after all, that we’re in some kind of peaceful grey Valhalla where good little aircrews go. But where are the rest? Blackham and Reaper and Edwards? And Dieter Gehlen?


    Don’t ask me. It’s May 1944, and I think I’ve got the little WAAF in the radio stores interested.


    Two more pints, please, George.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    THE WHEATSTONE POND


    

  


  
    Chapter 1


    All London feels lonely after dark now. But few districts feel lonelier than Wheatstone. It’s the size of the houses; and their grounds. Whereas Victorian businessmen set up their mistresses in the small neat terraces of St John’s Wood, they built their own Gothic piles in neighbouring Wheatstone. Ugly London brick, embellished with all the turrets and pinnacles and porte-­cochères their tormented Romantic hearts could desire. Fretted cast-­iron balconies that rusted dangerously; gargoyles that grimaced and blackened through the great Victorian pea-soupers.


    The servant problem, after the Second World War, was the houses’ downfall. Their owners moved somewhere bijou in Hamp­stead or Highgate, leaving them to rot as bed-­sitters. Later, the Thatcherite boom brought a feeble gentrification, one family to a floor; and Thatcherite service industries, vulnerable as poppies to the economic winds.


    These uncertain newcomers coo about ‘original features’. Desperate house-­agents have learnt to stress stained glass and plaster cornices, rather than central heating and double glazing. But all the improvements are within. Outside, in the over-­large gardens, the elaborate fountains stand cracked and dry, ornamental trees grow unchecked to darken the windows and everywhere, the dark insidious rhododendrons gather strength to bury all in their shadowy silence. Massive wooden gates rot on their hinges, forever open; then collapse leaving mere gaps of thin, rutted, puddled gravel that lead to parking for a dozen cars where once flowers bloomed. Nobody walks in Wheatstone; grass grows up through the cracks in the pavement, beneath the tall, leaning garden walls. After dark you hear the sudden smash of milk-­bottles, or the panicky run of some benighted woman’s footsteps. Plenty of shadows for muggers and worse.


    Why do I choose to live there? These uncertain people, with their uncertain money and uncertain dreams, are my livelihood. I prosper by making their dreams a little more real; I sell antiques, of a sort. Don’t come to me for anything good. I have no sets of Georgian dining-­chairs for five grand, or decent oil-­paintings or Louis XIV commodes.


    My commodes are Victorian; with chamber-­pots inside. Polished with dark-­tan boot-­polish to hide the scratches made by long-­dead invalids. People use them to stand TV sets on; but they are curiously keen to have the intact chamber-­pot inside. The commodes look well alongside my Victorian coal-boxes (complete with shovel, but never the original shovel); my fly-­blown Victorian mirrors that you can hardly see your face in; my horrible oleographs of lumpish cows up to their bellies in some unbelievable river, the once-­prized possessions of some Victorian pavior or plumber.


    Ugly trash, but beautifully polished, to hide the fact that the carcasses of my grandfather clocks, the backs of mirrors, the bottoms of drawers, are new. I am a creature of my time; economical with the truth. Which often makes me grumpy, because I am in love with the beautiful and true.


    Like the girl, woman, who walked into my premises one late March afternoon in 1987. I felt a prick of interest, because she was so tall. Odd, but I cannot help respecting women according to their height. I can never take a woman under five feet three seriously. I can be friends with them, spoil them, indulge them, because to me they are no more than pets. Whereas a woman over five feet eight is half-­way to being a goddess; until she proves otherwise.


    A cruel man would have said this woman was all teeth and eyes. The tips of her upper teeth were always visible, even in repose. But when her wide mouth smiled in greeting, fleetingly, the teeth were perfect. As for the eyes, they seemed full of the grey brightness of the March sky she had just left outside. Beneath heavy eyelids, which I always take as a sign of a passionate nature. Only Rembrandt could have done justice to her bone-­structure, so fine she might have been any age from thirty to fifty. Her hair was fashionably streaked, so I had to judge her age by her neck. No trace of crêpiness; just those two horizontal lines that come to women in their thirties. She still had a touching trace of gawkiness, a casual air of being a student, enhanced by the UC London scarf hanging inside her open pink anorak.


    She touched my gilt clock appreciatively in passing, with long slender fingers. She went up in my estimation; it was the only half-­decent thing I had in the shop. I watched the subtle play of expressions across her face, as fluent as wind across a lake on some idle afternoon. Faces like that carry lines early; but these were good lines. Intelligence, a kind of gay, cynical humour. If I might still use that much-­abused word . . .


    Her first words were a disappointment.


    ‘The police are dragging the Wheatstone Pond. That girl’s body has turned up. Three days.’


    ‘Oh!’ I had not had her down for that sort of ghoul. Besides, I had known the girl. She used to come into my shop sometimes. The papers said she was called Margie Duff. She’d been a shy little thing, but I’d liked her.


    ‘They’ve got frogmen down. Looking for clues, I suppose.’


    I just shrugged. She sensed my disappointment and hurried on.


    ‘They’re bringing up some interesting stuff, that has nothing to do with the murder. Old pop-­bottles . . .’


    I nodded dismissively. I had not yet sunk to selling old pop-bottles, glass-­alleys and Hamiltons, like some I could mention. They fetch seven or eight quid each, but they’re a lot of bother to get clean.


    ‘Rusty prams . . . bicycles . . . even an old motorbike. The police don’t seem to know what to do with them. They’re just leaving them lying about. Some kids are starting to muck about with them. It seems a shame . . .’


    ‘Jap bike, is it?’ I still wasn’t really interested.


    ‘No, it’s a Scott Flying Squirrel. Very much pre-­War, I imagine.’


    That got me going. Not just a woman knowing about Scott Flying Squirrels, which was strange enough, but the idea of kids mucking about with a classic or even vintage motorbike that, restored, might be worth thousands. I twisted my shop-door sign round to read ‘Back in fifteen minutes’, locked up, and practically ran. She matched my pace easily.


    Wheatstone Park’s a bit of a mess. They took the railings away for the War Effort in 1943, only to find they were unsuitable for munitions. So they dumped them in the shallows of the Thames Estuary, along with so many others. Just the gates remain, forever open, forever useless. The bigger trees still survive, and the inevitable rhododendrons. But there is little pleasure in walking there. Too many crushed Coke cans, contraceptives, syringes.


    The Wheatstone Pond, from which our whole district gets its name, is about two acres, romantically irregular with one tiny wooded island. Well-­escorted children still sail model boats there on Sunday mornings, but it isn’t really satisfactory. The trees at the water’s edge cause wind-­shadows and sudden eddying gusts, so that a yacht will halt suddenly, for minutes on end, or change course without warning, as if steered by some ghostly hand. There is green scummy weed that rises from the depths to foul propellers. Beds of dead reed trap expensive plastic electric tugs and liners, far from the bank, where they bob and nod helplessly over the weeks while the sun bleaches their bright reds and blues to a sickly grey.


    Around the Pond is a wide path of crumbling tarmac, with sudden mini-­cliffs to catch your feet and send you sprawling. Crowds gather there, spontaneously, on certain occasions after dark. I remembered one scene of sheer madness, one Guy Fawkes’, when people had gathered to watch a distant firework display over Hampstead Heath.


    Some fool had brought along, for a reason best known to himself, a beautiful scale model of a destroyer over three feet long. He put it into the water, and began to sail it, to the sound of ironic cheers. But then some other idiot threw a smoking firework at it. The firework floated upright in the water, the fuse still smouldering, like a cigarette-­end in the dark. Then it went off, hurling a most realistic spout of white foam across the destroyer’s bows. Like a miniature depth-­charge. In a second, the crowd, which had merely been amiably drunken before, went into a frenzy. Suddenly, everyone was throwing fireworks at the destroyer. It vanished into a forest of waterspouts. One firework must have exploded on the deck, blowing the foremast and the radio-­control away, for the destroyer began sailing in huge circles, while its frantic owner began attacking the firework-­throwers at random.


    But there were too many of them, and in the end the little vessel sank by the stern, its bow at last vanishing to a hysterical storm of cheering. A lovely model, made of sheet metal; thousands of hours of work.


    I have disliked the Wheatstone Pond ever since.


    By the time we got there, it was all over. Even the crowd of expressionless ghouls were starting to break up and drift away. The young police frogmen were packing up and laughing among themselves in that heartless way. A couple of wetsuits, one orange, one fluorescent green, were hanging like flattened corpses from the roof-­rack of the police personnel-­carrier.


    The products of their search lay straggled along the crumbling path. Two ancient prams, five bicycles, and the motorbike. I walked across to inspect it. Three kids who had been spitefully twisting at its levers gave way very grudgingly. Its spokes were as thick as sausages with green slime. Banners of weed trailed from the handlebars. On the saddle the slime was drying and cracking and lifting already, in the bleak sunlight and sharp March wind. Some reluctant hand had smarmed the slime away from the petrol tank to expose the insignia. Probably my woman.


    It was a Scott Flying Squirrel all right. And more nineteen-twenties than nineteen-­thirties. I gave it sharp pokes, in places where I would have expected it to rust away. I’ll never forget the smell of it: deep, dark, vegetable and oddly alive.


    ‘Hardly seems to have rusted at all, does it, sir?’ The voice of authority came over my shoulder. I straightened up. It was the Inspector in charge of the diving team. He wore one of their yellow waterproof jackets, with badges of rank, but he didn’t look much like a policeman otherwise, with his thick grey polo-­neck sweater and muddy wellies. There was a yellow water-­proof stop-­watch round his neck on a cord. He had steady calm grey eyes, with a possibility of a grin in them, and a brown weathered face. You could have taken him for a tugboat skipper.


    ‘No, no rust. Odd!’ I agreed.


    ‘Probably lack of oxygen in the water. Nasty pond, this. Never like coming here. Slime must be God knows how many feet thick, down there. I shall be glad to get my lads out of it.’


    ‘You’re not . . . going on, then?’ I looked down into the dark water and could hardly repress a shudder.


    ‘No point. They’ve done the preliminary autopsy. No external signs of violence. Another suicide, they reckon. That’s seven here, in the five years I’ve been doing this. Though why they choose this place . . .’ It was his turn to repress a shudder.


    ‘What happens to all this stuff?’ I asked, to change the subject, indicating the motorbike.


    ‘Awkward.’ He sighed. ‘We’re a scratch team, drawn from all over the Met. All these lads’ll be back on their own beats tomorrow. All we want is to get our gear stowed and get home. By rights this stuff should go down to the local nick, as lost property; but who wants the paperwork? Who wants the stuff, come to that? We had them look up the bike’s registration on the Swansea computer. No sign of it. Reckon the thing’s been here since the twenties. You wouldn’t care to take charge of it, sir? You seem to know something about bikes.’


    He looked at me hopefully, and added, ‘We usually just leave the stuff, and it vanishes by the next morning. You know what people are. But it’s usually smaller stuff . . . this could cause trouble if the kids get to it . . . I think there’s still petrol in the tank . . . petrol or water.’


    ‘I could cope with it,’ I said. ‘But it’s a matter of proving provenance – I’m an antique dealer.’


    His face brightened. ‘You could always put people on to me, sir. I’ll tell them where it came from. Here’s my card . . . I’ll put my home number on the back . . .’


    ‘I’ll fetch my Volvo estate . . . I could do with a hand . . . loading.’


    ‘We’ll be here ten minutes yet . . . hey, steady with that bottle, Harrison. Any bottles you don’t want, throw back in the lake. We don’t want broken glass.’ He turned back to me. ‘Very keen on old bottles, the lads are. Got wonderful collections in the lounge at home, some of them. I think it’s the only reason they volunteer for the work.’


    I was back in five minutes with the Volvo. They helped me load up willingly enough. I took two of the old push-­bikes as well – ladies’ models with curved crossbars and twenty-­eight-inch wheels, and baskets fore and aft. There’s a growing market for really old bikes now.


    I gave them a twenty quid note for their trouble saying, ‘Police Benevolent Fund, if you can’t find a better use for it.’ From their grins, I reckon it vanished down the till of their favourite pub. And who’s to blame them?


    The lady who’d started it all was still picking through the stuff on the path. I offered her a lift back to the shop. I reckoned, the way things had worked out, she’d earned herself a drink too. She stood up, delicately holding a shapeless lump of slime, about two feet long.


    ‘I’ll shove that in the back with the rest,’ I said.


    ‘Just as long as you don’t drive off with it.’


    ‘What is it?’


    ‘I’m not saying. But I think I’m about to break your heart, Mr Morgan . . .’


    ‘How do you know my name?’


    ‘It’s over your shop, silly.’


    ‘Suit yourself.’ I didn’t reckon she could break my heart that day. Not with that Scott Flying Squirrel in the back, and a couple of bikes worth a hundred each, and all for twenty quid.


    Which just proves how wrong you can be. She caused me heart-­breaks all the way, that lady. Smart as a whip, and whips cause trouble.


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 2


    I drove into the cobbled stable-­yard behind my shop. James and Lenny were waiting on tenterhooks; there’s always excitement with a big new find. My blokes are not nine-­to-­fivers; sometimes, if there’s a rush, they’ll work the whole weekend. Even James, who’s a Methodist lay preacher; though he’ll take two hours off to lay down the law in some pulpit, on the Sunday. James loves putting the fear of God into people.


    We manhandled the motorbike off on to an old waterproof mattress, by the central drain, and Lenny put on his big rubber apron and wellies, and got the pressure-­hose on it. It was a pleasure to watch him cutting through that slime.


    ‘She’s in fair nick,’ said James. ‘Look at that chrome coming up on those handlebars. ‘Course, chrome was chrome in them days – chrome on brass – not like modern rubbish.’ We continued to watch the slow resurrection in silence: the cream, red and gold of the long, flat petrol-­tank; the dark shine of the broad saddle.


    ‘Real leather, that. Hasn’t rotted,’ said James. He shouted, ‘That’ll do, Len. That black stuff’s oil – we don’t want that shifted yet.’ Then he was in, trying gently to move the wheels round, testing the links of the drive-­chain. ‘ ’Sa bloody miracle. Hardly a spot of rust.’ He hauled the bike upright and tried gently to push down the kick-­starter. It moved quite easily. There was a low suck and sob, as if the engine wanted to fire. He put the bike on the rest and came back to us.


    ‘Front forks are a bit bent – that’ll be when it hit the kerbing afore it went into the water. Feller musta still been on it, crazy bastard. Bet that cooled his courage . . .’ He looked at me. ‘I think we’d better get her stripped down right away, and into the oil-­bath. Don’t want rust starting now. She musta been nearly new when she went in . . . Overtime be all right?’


    He worships Mammon, does James, as well as God.


    I nodded. The price that bike would fetch at Sotheby’s . . . pity they have vintage sales so seldom, and take so long to pay out afterwards . . .


    I turned to my guest. ‘I’m very grateful for your tip-­off. Those kids would’ve wrecked it. Can I offer you a drink?’


    ‘I’d rather have a sink.’ She held up the long sausage of slime she’d rescued from the back of my Volvo.


    ‘Your every wish . . .’ I led the way into the workshop. It’s a huge shed of corrugated asbestos that somebody erected in the back garden during the War, before town planners were thought of, or neighbours complained. It’s the reason I bought the place. One of the things I’d installed since was a long row of Belfast sinks. Amazing how often you restore an antique by soaking it in something. Stripper, acid, cat’s-­piss.


    She couldn’t have been less like our pressure-­hose. She filled the sink and dunked the slimy sausage in gently, stroking away the weed with long fingers, pale green under the water. A patch of bright red appeared; then a square inch of transparent celluloid, a tiny steering-­wheel. A model car? Too long . . . Then a sharp bow . . . a model boat, a speedboat, and quite a big one. A hatch-­cover with a hole for a winding-­key. Another cockpit aft, with another windscreen.


    ‘Oh, you jammy sod!’ I said. ‘A Hornby speedboat. Pre-War.’


    ‘Number four,’ she said. ‘The one with two cockpits. It’s one of the rarest . . .’


    ‘D’you want to sell it?’


    ‘No, Mr Morgan, I want to keep it. Put it on my mantelpiece and gloat over it.’


    ‘Be a good investment,’ I said grudgingly. ‘Tin-­plate toys are going up like a rocket.’


    ‘There is more to this life than money, Mr Morgan.’


    ‘Not a dealer, then?’ She puzzled me. She knew a lot more than your average layman, who knows a bit more than your average laywoman, who can’t tell a Mamod steam-­engine from a whatnot.


    ‘I’m at the City Toy Museum. Press and Schools Liaison, till I can get something better. I’ll take that drink now.’ She looked down at the clean but dripping boat, holding it away from her clothes.


    ‘You’d better let James have that,’ I said. ‘He might be able to save the clockwork. Rust up solid, otherwise.’


    She nodded, and gave it to me; a bit reluctantly, I thought. It’s terrible, the reputation dealers have got . . . I don’t really know why, but the public think we’re all crooks.


    I gave her a drink in the office where I deal with clients. We sat each side of the desk where I count out the fifty-­pound notes, crumpling every one to make sure there aren’t two stuck together.


    ‘Interesting place, that Wheatstone Pond.’ She crossed her legs; frowning about something else entirely. I liked her for that: her legs were so long and elegant that any other woman would have made a Trooping of the Colour of it. I dragged my mind back into the world of common sense.


    ‘Pond’s eighteenth century, latish, I reckon. Wheatstone Park used to be the grounds of a stately home . . . the last of the DeStaber family gave it to the public. Shame it’s got so knocked about . . .’


    ‘Curious, the way things don’t rust . . .’


    ‘Lack of oxygen . . .’


    ‘There’s not much oxygen where the Titanic is. But she’s still rusted . . .’


    ‘Well, it’s our good fortune . . .’ I steered away from the topic; she obviously knew a great deal more about it than I did.


    ‘It makes you wonder what else might be down there, from the last two hundred years. Be a wonderful place for an archaeological dig. A lot more exciting than the middens round Jack Straw’s Castle . . .’


    ‘I don’t fancy putting on a wetsuit and having a grope round down there. Not for all the Hornby speedboats in China . . .’


    ‘But think of it. How many children must have sailed their boats there, in the old days? And how many must have sunk? You could make a whole history of model boats . . .’


    ‘For the City Toy Museum?’ I smiled a little. Everybody has an angle, everybody’s on the make. It’s just that some people are more subtle about it than others . . .


    ‘Yes. Why not?’ Her huge grey eyes were suddenly challenging. ‘It’s been done once before. When the council cleaned out the Round Pond at Kensington, I think.’


    ‘I can’t see this council spending money cleaning out ponds. They can’t afford to clean the streets, for fear of being rate-capped. And even if they pumped the Pond dry . . . that slime would be a death-­trap till it dried out.’


    ‘Oh, there are ways and means . . .’


    ‘Everybody’s got to have a dream,’ I said, putting on my fake American accent. ‘Meanwhile, another drink?’


    ‘Just because you can’t stop staring at a woman’s legs doesn’t make her into a fool.’


    ‘Ouch. Can I take you out to dinner, to make up?’


    ‘Only if you promise not to keep staring at my legs.’


    ‘What part am I allowed to stare at, then?’


    ‘My lips. If you’re deaf and a lip-­reader.’


    By the time I saw her again, the Scott Flying Squirrel was restored and ready to go to its buyer. James said he’d never had an easier job. The mechanical side was a push-­over; even the piston-­rings were hardly worn, and the black layers of oil had kept everything shiny-­new. The primitive electricals had to be replaced, but he found some new wire that looked like the old wire. He had most bother with the saddle; he had to dry it out very slowly, so it didn’t crack and go iron-­hard. It would never be a saddle for riding on again; but that was the new owner’s worry. A young man with more money than sense, but that was before quite a lot of it vanished into my bank account. I hadn’t bothered to wait for Sotheby’s; just passed the word around the right people. Why pay Sotheby’s commission? And their damned buyer’s premium, which the seller really pays anyway?


    She was patient with us. Waited while James kicked the bike into life; listened to the antique, long-­lost chug of the single-­cylinder engine with at least the appearance of interest. Then James presented her with her little speedboat, and she listened to the whirr of the clockwork, and watched the tiny propeller going round with much more interest.


    ‘If you ever do sell it . . .’ I said.


    ‘Yes, you can have first refusal.’


    As we settled over the prawn cocktails she said, ‘You seen the local papers recently? The fuss at the inquest on Margie Duff?’


    ‘You mean, the proposal to fill the Pond in?’


    ‘Yes. I wrote to the coroner. As a concerned rate-­payer. And the police like the idea . . . no more suicides.’


    ‘Cost the earth to fill in.’


    ‘On the contrary. It could make the council a bit of money. Controlled tipping of builder’s rubble. Tipping space is at a premium . . .’


    ‘What good will that do you? All your precious boats under a thousand tons of broken brick . . .’


    ‘It would have to be drained first. And then we might get three months to do a rescue dig.’


    ‘What’ll you do for money?’


    ‘Do it during the long vac; using local students who can’t get a vac job, and are bored out of their minds. Living locally, we wouldn’t even have to pay them a lodging allowance. A lot would do it just for the fun . . .’


    ‘You jammy sod . . .’


    She laughed. ‘Our only problem is we’ll have nowhere to store the finds and work on them . . .’ Her great grey eyes were on me. They were peculiarly hard to resist. It was partly her . . . physical frailty. She always looked as if a puff of wind would blow her away. Not an unhealthy frailty . . . but could ankles be so slender without breaking, wrists be so slender yet still have enough strength to take a screw-­top off a jar of olives? If Marilyn Monroe was the Eternal Mistress, this girl was the Eternal Daughter, crying out to be cherished, delighted, protected. I’d seen the grin on even old James’s face, when he gave her the speedboat. She must have spent her life being spoilt rotten. She was bringing out the father in me, and I couldn’t have been ten years older than her.


    But her mind was far from frail. ‘Of course, we would only be interested in toys. Model boats, mainly. But anything else we found . . . after we’d examined it, we’d have no further use for it . . . I suppose we’d just leave it lying in the storage space, when we packed up and went . . .’


    ‘That’s wicked,’ I said. ‘Really wicked. You could go to hell for things like that.’ Of course I said it with a grin; but it was to haunt me later.


    ‘You have got an awful lot of space in that workshop of yours, Mr Morgan. And you did get quite a lot for that motorbike I put your way. I do think you owe us one . . .’


    ‘You’d better call me Jeff, if we’re going to be partners in crime . . .’


    ‘Hermione,’ she said. ‘Here’s my card. I’ve put my home number on the back.’ She held out a slender hand. ‘Shall we shake on it?’


    I was so keen to get hold of that hand that I didn’t read the card till later. The hand was smooth and cool and dry, and warned me not to squeeze it too hard. Then it escaped as swiftly as a bird, and she sat there primly eating her prawn cocktail, as if butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. I felt then she was a bit like a beautiful ghost, that had barely solidified into reality, and might dissolve away at any moment if you tried to get your arms round her. Men would desire her, and then find themselves unable to touch her.


    Keats didn’t live far from where we were eating. Keats’s house is in Hampstead. And wasn’t it Keats who wrote ‘La Belle Dame Sans Merci’? I only remembered one line of it, clod that I am.


    The sedge is withered from the lake,


    And no birds sing.


    I suppose I should have been warned then. I should, clod that I am, have lumbered back to my harmless faking and making of money. God knew, I’d had enough women in my short life. Plump, warm women, honest women, easy women. But the one you really want is the one you can’t have.


    Mind you, I had her mind. She gave very generously of her mind. She’d been to so many places I’d never thought about. Nowhere obvious, like Spain or even Provence. She’d been to the real Hôtel du Lac and knew a couple of spicy titbits about the famous authoress herself; was uproariously funny about spending Up Helly Aa in Shetland; the German spas; grew indignant about the Government’s neglect of Ascension Island.


    But you could never have accused her of showing off, for such ludicrous disasters had befallen her in every place, making her out to be such a hopeless fool, that she quite disarmed you. I confess I spent a very enjoyable evening; one of the most enjoyable evenings of my life.


    At her door, she offered me one smooth slim cheek before an awkward silence could develop. Then she was gone, before I could expect to be asked in.


    That smooth cheek grew very familiar, over the months that followed!


    I didn’t like it when the policemen came into my shop, several weeks later. Policemen make me nervous, especially when they’re in uniform. Somebody sees them, and suddenly the gossip is all round the world of London dealers. I’m being charged at Bow Street with receiving the Crown Jewels. Or the VAT man has finally caught up with me. It’s very bad for trade.


    ‘Yes, sergeant?’ I said, my voice very sharp. I knew I wasn’t in any real trouble. For one thing, I hadn’t done anything, and for another, I could see that their car was a traffic car.


    ‘I believe you sold a motorbike recently, sir? BCM 120?’


    ‘Yes,’ I said wearily, wondering who had made the allegations. And wondering, too, if that Inspector with the police diving team would be as good as his word and look after me.


    ‘In your estimation, sir, was it in roadworthy condition when you sold it?’


    ‘It had passed its MOT,’ I said, with a little heat. We had taken real pride in its passing its MOT. ‘But of course, it was a very old bike. I mean, it didn’t have disc brakes. It wouldn’t have had the cornering ability of a modern bike. It wasn’t really sold for riding on. Not every day.’


    ‘Not meant for riding on every day,’ said the sergeant heavily, and it was like an accusation. He made a note in his notebook.


    ‘What I mean is that it was an antique. Quite a rare and valuable antique. Only a fool would ride it every day. But a little spin round the arena of a vintage car rally would be OK. I mean, a serious owner wouldn’t want to wear it out – wear away its value . . .’


    ‘A little spin at a vintage car rally,’ said the sergeant, and wrote something else in his notebook. ‘You warned the purchaser of these facts when he purchased, did you, sir?’


    ‘Yes, I did. But I mean, he knew. He knew what he was buying. You wouldn’t pay that kind of money for a secondhand Japanese banger . . .’


    The sergeant glanced round. ‘You’re not . . . you don’t deal in second-­hand bikes normally, sir? Not as a regular thing?’


    ‘I’m an antique dealer, sergeant. I sell antiques. I am not a garage. That bike was sold as an antique. What the hell is all this about? Why can’t you ask the owner this sort of stuff? Has he complained?’


    ‘He’s not likely to do that, sir. He’s dead. Broken neck. Went out on the bike you sold him at half-­past three in the morning. Took a corner in a way that would have taxed a modern bike. Seventy he was doing, they reckon.’


    ‘Drunk,’ I said bitterly. Thinking about all the trouble we’d taken with that bike. And now it would be a heap of junk. Something unique wasted – by a crazy young pup with more money than sense.


    ‘No, sir,’ said the sergeant heavily. ‘As a matter of fact the coroner recorded he was stone-­cold sober. All he had in his stomach was the remains of a meat pie.’


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 3


    ‘Well, wotcher think?’ asked James, patting the Regency side-table as if it was his prize pig. ‘Which legs is which?’


    I examined the piece carefully. I’d paid five quid for it at an auction held at a sports centre in Pinner. Beautiful walnut top, with crisply moulded edges. But when I bought it, there had only been two legs and a snapped-­off stump. Some fool had sat his fat backside on one end and . . . bingo.


    I examined the four legs. The turning on the two new ones was as exquisite as the original; James was a genius with the lathe. Tiny blemishes on all four legs, where the feet of ages had kicked them. The soft patina of polish was the same, and the colour . . .


    ‘The back legs are the fakes,’ I said to James.


    ‘Why?’ he demanded indignantly.


    ‘Because only a fool would put the fakes to the front where they’d be noticed.’


    ‘Well, that’s where you’re wrong. That’s what any fool of a dealer would think. They’d examine the back legs extra careful, so I put the replacements on the front.’ He sniffed in wicked and righteous triumph. ‘The colour was hell to match. Know how I got it? Three layers of black coffee, one of lemon juice and Worcester sauce; mixed. Just right, innit?’


    I must explain about James. He is an interesting case. To look at, he is the soul of nonconformist righteousness. Silver hair, short-­back-­and-­sides. Six feet three and a back like a ramrod. A red-­veined drinker’s nose, red-­veined drinker’s cheeks, even red-­veined drinker’s ears. Which is unfair, because he never touches a drop. He blames it on his indigestion. In his more relaxed moments, he jokes that he cannot stomach this wicked world. Preaches twice most Sundays, going out in his old Humber as far off as Ealing, where the congregation never numbers more than twelve. Preaches hell-­fire. Doesn’t want much mercy on earth for sinners either. Wants to bring back hanging, and not just for murder. For adultery too. People think he’s winding them up at first. Their kind, liberal faces when they realize he’s serious . . .


    But in the matter of restoring antiques, he’s the best liar in the business. He says he learnt all he knows in Italy, in 1945. The soldiers hadn’t a lot to do, once the War finished. But he found a little Italian who was making a good living gathering brass off the battle-­fields – cartridge-­cases, shell-­cases – and melting it down to fake small classical statues. And ageing them a lovely green by burying them for a month in the urine-­sodden straw from cow-­byres . . . he reckoned that Italian’s work was still on view in the V&A to this day.


    How he equated the tricks he pulled on antiques with his religion, I could never quite work out. Except that we sold, not to the rich, exactly, but not to the poor either. And he never ceased to rail against the habits of our Wheatstone rich; the wife-­swapping, which he still maintained went on in our local wine bar (though why he was so certain I have never been able to find out); the divorces and remarriages so that some men could boast three wives and ten kids; the teenage sex of the latchkey kids who came home from the comprehensive at lunch-­time to make love in comfort in their parents’ beds . . . there was no point in arguing with him, because once started he could go on for hours. Of my good working-­time.


    I had tried sharing my unease with him, about the young man who had died on our motorbike. All he could find to say was that what he had been doing must have been wicked, simply because he was doing it at half-­past three in the morning, a time when God-­fearing people had been in their beds and asleep for hours.


    He had even vouchsafed an unhealthy interest in the wreck of the bike. If we could get it back, perhaps we could restore it again for another good profit . . . He gave me a look of utter contempt when I shuddered and closed the subject. But I wasn’t having anything to do with death-­bikes.


    And it still worried me, in quiet moments. If we had not saved that bike, the young man would be alive still. Maybe there was something we had missed . . . that even the police vehicle-­examiners had missed. I’d never killed anybody before – it’s quite different from swindling someone.


    Just then, young Lenny came in, wild as a kid with excitement, to say they’d started pumping out the Wheatstone Pond. There was an appliance from the local fire brigade up there now, and the water they were pumping out was running past our very door. We all went out, to inspect the novelty. Wheatstone Park is uphill from us, and our gutter was flooding five or six inches deep, with little pools forming on the pavement. It reminded me of those French towns, where they sluice the gutters every morning, to clear away the litter. Except it wasn’t so pleasant. The water from the Wheatstone was black and opaque, and it smelt vile. I wondered how far it would run downhill; but it wasn’t running far. Every drain-­cover was sucking it in. A hundred yards on it was no more than a trickle. We have good drainage on that slope.


    We wandered up to view the proceedings. The firemen seemed to be enjoying themselves, but they had to stop every so often, to clear the dense masses of green slime out of their filters. And the Wheatstone seemed as full as ever.


    By lunch-­time, though, it was four inches down, and by tea-­time, a good foot. The reed-­beds were drained, the bottom of their stalks fattened to an inch with slime, and the poor trapped bobbing plastic boats were stranded. And some watching urchins were starting to go after them, stepping out gingerly, holding each other’s hands in lengthening lines.


    We were just turning away, back to work, when there was a sudden scream and flurry, about fifty yards away. We turned to see one of the chains of boys scrambling ashore. The last one in the chain was black with mud up to his knees . . . serve the little sods right.


    And then I saw with horror that that boy had not been the last in the chain. One boy had been left behind.


    I had not noticed him at first, because he was already up to his chest in the black slime. All you could see was his frantically waving arms and bobbing head, which did not look quite human.


    I think we all ran. All gazed in horror at that milk-­white face, with its staring eyes, and the lapping black water reaching up for the mouth; at the way the head strained upwards, to avoid the little waves, and in doing so, sank another perceptible inch. It was the child’s look of disbelief, as he stared at us standing in perfect safety only yards away . . .


    It was lucky that the fire-­crew were better men than we were. There was a rattle of aluminium ladders, a fireman crawling with a rope tied to the back of his belt. Another fireman joining him on the other side. They lifted the child a little, so his muddy gaping mouth was pulled clear. And then we all took a hand on the ropes, and pulled like men possessed when we were told to. And, with a loud sucking noise, he was safe, just screaming with terror.


    It was then I realized the Wheatstone Pond was a real killer.


    By evening, it was imprisoned behind twisting police tapes and hurriedly-­painted warning notices. But it still killed a venturesome Alsatian that night. And would have had the owner too, if he had not been held back, sobbing, by passers-by.


    There was a hell of a fuss in the local paper. Some idiots suggesting that the Wheatstone be filled in immediately, before it was even drained. There were women with petitions, going from house to house. For a week, we really became the community we never had been. People talked to strangers in the street, and all about the Wheatstone Pond. And then about the Wheatstone stink. Because, as more and more of the slime was exposed, bubbling and plopping evilly under the early May sun, that peculiar dark living smell crept in through every warped and ill-­fitting Victorian window.


    But all the fuss, and all the petitions were to no avail. The council said the Pond must be allowed to drain properly before tipping began. Water would be seeping into it from the hillside above, though no one knew how or where yet. Until these water-­sources were located and culverted, there was a risk that the whole Park might turn into one uncontrollable swamp, and the forced-­out slime might start flowing downhill, to where most of us lived. Blocking the surface-­drainage; perhaps even blocking the sewers . . . It was enough to silence the petitioners. We were offered the choice, even, to go back to the Pond as it had been. But there was no going back. Everyone hated it too much by now. Everyone wanted it turned into a nice safe playing-­field or tennis-­courts . . .


    Meanwhile, under the ministrations of the increasingly bored and fed-­up fire brigade, the level of the water sank and sank. The weather continued warm, and the margins began to dry out and crack. And Hermione appeared with her first volunteers and a lorry full of wooden industrial pallets and ladders. Lenny, who seemed more fascinated by the Pond than anybody else, came running back in the lunch-­hour to tell us. I strolled up there.


    A crowd had gathered, of course. Early-­retired men, with newspapers under their arm and dogs firmly on a leash. School truants, keeping a wary eye out for curious policemen. And the local female vigilantes, who saw the Pond as a lasting threat to their offspring, and were ready to ring the local paper and howl blue murder at the least provocation.


    ‘God,’ I said. ‘How can you ever hope to find anything in that mess?’


    She pointed at the wide saucer-­shaped glistening surface of the mud. ‘Don’t you notice anything?’


    ‘Nope!’


    ‘Little mounds appearing on the surface? Well, as the mud dries out and shrinks, the objects trapped into it don’t. They stick up more and more day by day. We’re going to dig out the mounds.’


    I eyed the mounds with disgust. ‘They look like little graves . . .’


    ‘Archaeologists like graves. Where do you think they got Tutankhamun from?’ She left me, and went forward to supervise. Watching, it did seem to me she knew pretty well what she was doing. The first pallet, three feet square and six inches deep, was flung out over the mud with a swing and a cheer. A builder’s ladder was lowered out on to it. The smallest of the students, a girl with long dark hair, stepped on to the ladder. She wore wellies, and had a rope tied round her waist. The pallet sank to half its depth, then stopped. She waved from it, and returned to shore. Two male students carried a second pallet out along the ladder, and, by delicate manoeuvring, placed it on top of the first, which by this time had almost vanished in the ooze. And this second pallet stayed clear, on the surface. Then another pallet was heaved out from the safe platform. They grew so accomplished, it became boring, and all the ghouls, who had been waiting for another disaster, packed up and went home. And I went back to work and sold a three-­piece Victorian bedroom suite in mahogany. I was still counting the notes when there were excited voices in the yard out back, and I knew the first discovery had arrived. I ran to see as avidly as anybody else.


    Into the Belfast sink it went. Again, those long slender hands teased and pulled at the encrusted slime.


    Three inches of shiny grey tin plate, with black lines on it. The tip of a mast . . . a tripod mast . . . a warship mast. My heart was in my mouth. One tip of a funnel, another, another, a fourth. The second mast. A gun-­turret, a propeller . . .


    Hermione raised it up at last, dripping, shining, as a footballer might have raised the FA Cup. Perfect in every detail, the little lead sailors even, raising telescopes to their eyes, or signalling with bright flags. Two feet long.


    ‘You know what it is, Morgan?’ She didn’t even try to keep the triumph out of her voice.


    ‘German tin plate. An armoured cruiser. Probably about 1898. Clockwork motor . . .’


    ‘Probably by Marklin.’ She would have to have the last word. ‘Probably fetch two thousand at auction, in this condition, wouldn’t you say?’


    ‘Probably more,’ I admitted. All the students cheered like mad. ‘You’d better hand it over to James. We don’t want it . . . going rusty . . .’


    She thrust it into my hands, still leaking water, and in a second they were all running back to the Pond, shouting and laughing. I suddenly wanted to go with them. It was a bit like I imagine a gold-­rush might have been, in the nineteenth century. When whole ship’s crews jumped ship and headed for the Klondike, or Ballarat. Infectious, catching.


    To everyone but James. He examined the little cruiser with a searching critical eye, looking for faults. Then he pointed to the propeller, which was slightly bent askew.


    ‘Knocked the propeller, opened up the stern-­gland, let in the water and down she went. I’ll bet some spoilt brat went to bed crying that night. Though I expect his rich daddy bought him another one straight away.’ He sniffed, and said, ‘I’ll get it in the oil-­bath, afore they bring down any more. I hope you’ve got plenty of insurance cover.’


    I found it impossible to concentrate on selling antiques. Every time I heard a noise in the yard, I just had to go through. I even abandoned a man who was contemplating buying a Viennese wall-­clock for five and a half. After five minutes he followed me into the shed and grumpily began thrusting notes into my hand. But the moment he saw the excitement round the Belfast sink, he could not resist joining in as well.


    This time it was a small bundle of cloth. With shaking fingers, Hermione undid the knots . . .


    An old blue linen shirt, wrapped round . . .


    The revolver glistened eerily; blue highlights on black steel. I took it off her.


    ‘An Enfield .45,’ I said. I broke it, to expose the revolving cylinder, with its cartridges. ‘Two shots fired.’


    Hermione and I looked at each other. I think the same thought came to us simultaneously. I said, ‘I think you’d better take this down to the police station,’ and she said, ‘Yes,’ her face suddenly grave.


    She came back to the workshop half an hour later, with a thin man in plain clothes who she introduced as Sergeant Critten­den.


    ‘A fine can of worms you’ve opened here, Mr Morgan!’ I don’t know why he blamed me for opening it; but antique dealers get blamed for most things. ‘We’ve sent on the gun to Forensic, and if it tallies with anything criminal, the shirt might give us a lead – there’s a laundry mark on it. You were, of course, quite right to fetch it in. But the problem doesn’t end there. The question is, what else might you turn up?’


    ‘God knows,’ I said. ‘Anything.’


    ‘The secrets of all hearts shall be revealed,’ said James sententiously. He’s given to quoting scripture. Sergeant Crittenden gave him a pained look, and went on.


    ‘And I’ve just chased four youngsters out of your drive. Not that they’ve run far – they’re hanging around the gate now. It seems that these students’ excitement is infectious – there are wild rumours of things buried in the Pond worth thousands.’


    ‘Don’t worry about me,’ I said. ‘I’ve got five-­lever mortise locks, all my windows are nailed up, and I’ve got floodlights, alarms, closed-­circuit TV . . .’


    ‘It’s not you I’m worried about. It’s that Pond. A child has almost drowned there already. And if rumours of buried treasure get around . . .’


    ‘Oh shit,’ I said helplessly. ‘Why couldn’t the bloody students have kept their mouths shut . . .’


    ‘You can’t help human nature, Mr Morgan.’ He said it rather helplessly too.


    ‘We can pull out the ladders,’ said Hermione tentatively, ‘when we stop every evening. And chain them all together for the night.’


    ‘They’ll probably just bring their own.’


    ‘If we had a couple of caravans,’ Hermione added, ‘some of the students could sleep on site and patrol. If we had permission . . .’


    ‘I think that might be arranged,’ said Sergeant Crittenden thoughtfully. ‘And I know a man who runs second-­hand caravan sales. He might help out. And you could do with some floodlights and a generator. And I could ask the beat-­constables to give you regular back-­up . . .’


    They went wandering off together, Hermione planning and Sergeant Crittenden being helpful and protective . . . amazing girl, Hermione.


    Another slime-­covered object was carried in. A student washed it. A simple tin tugboat, about a foot long. No engine or anything. Little more than a pressed metal dish with a pointed bow, and a half-­deck, and a hinged single funnel that folded down when not in use. Six­pence at Woolworth before the War. But the enamel paint on it was as bright as ever; painted-­on doorways and handrails, and portholes with smiling childish faces peering out. Fetch well over a hundred quid, in that condition. Tin plate collectors are among the maddest collectors of all . . . a crying child loses it in 1936, and the next thing is, it’s in the hands of some wealthy gloating adult. The world’s a pretty mad place really.


    Hell, here was something else, something big this time, that took two students to carry it. Even under the coating of slime I could tell what it was. That fat porpoise shape and the keel sticking out underneath. A professionally-­built three-­foot model sailing yacht. The kind grown-­up blokes sailed in races, when they still wore boaters and blazers and white flannels to sail model yachts. James joined in the cleaning of it, his blunt fingers gentle, thoughtful, as he disentangled the rigging from the snapped-­off mast. I could see I wasn’t going to get much work out of him for the next few days . . .


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 4


    By tea-­time, she had her caravans. And her generator and floodlights. That girl could twist men round her elegant little finger. Meanwhile, more stuff had been dug out – another priceless piece of German tin plate – an ocean liner this time, with four funnels. And a poor little wooden fishing-­boat, with its side stove in by some bigger craft that had run it down, so many years ago. It was beyond repair; even James admitted that. And it was a home-­made effort to begin with – the first item with no commercial value. Things in the workshop calmed down a bit. Especially as, up at the Pond, some of the bigger humps had only yielded the usual dumped prams and bicycles.


    Still, I felt uncommonly weary, and was glad to lock up for the night. I brought the armoured cruiser and the liner to my living-­quarters upstairs. Partly for security, and partly to gloat over. I wasn’t going to have them long. As I cooked my evening meal, I kept picking them up and wondering what stories they could tell, if only they could speak. That’s partly why I went into antiques in the first place – the romance of it. And though the first few times I was swindled knocked a lot of the gilt off the gingerbread, I’m still far from being purely commercial.


    After my meal, I fell asleep in front of the telly. Not at all like me. I always associate falling asleep in a chair with being middle-­aged, which I dislike intensely. So, half out of curiosity and half to punish myself for being a dozy old bugger, I got into my Volvo and drove up to the Pond. It was about ten; dusk was just falling, but they had their floodlights on already, with the generator running. The Pond, under a mixture of twilight and floodlight, had a faded, haunted look. And the four students were in a high state of excitement, prowling around with pickaxe handles in their hands. And the local beat-­bobby was there, with a loud hailer.


    ‘Expecting a lively night?’ I asked.


    ‘Little sods have been at it already. We’ve chased them off twice. They’re still lurking in the bushes on the far side.’


    One of the students, a red-­haired lad called Rory, said, ‘We’re used to it. You always get trouble on a town dig. Even if there’s nothing worth stealing. They come on site and do what damage they can. Kicking earth back into the trenches; pulling the polythene off. Just for the hell of it. We lost a lovely bit of wattle and daub at Colchester last summer. They took off the polythene, and then we had a cloudburst – washed the whole thing away. I could’ve killed them – brainless little sods. I don’t know what the young are coming to, these days.’


    I couldn’t help grinning. Such indignation, and he couldn’t have been more than nineteen himself.


    ‘Here they come again.’


    A chain of kids was forming, on the dried mud of the far shore. The loud hailer bellowed out.


    ‘This is the police. Stay away from the Pond. One boy has already nearly drowned. The pond is dangerous. Stay away from the bank.’


    With total indifference, the chain began to edge out into the mud.


    ‘Oh shit,’ said Rory. ‘Here we go again.’ The students began to run around the shore, two one way and two the other. They ran lethargically, without hope. It was a long way round. But the chain of kids seemed to think they had found something. The one at the end, up to his ankles in mud, was digging with his hands frantically, while the next in line held on to the belt of his jeans.


    They left it too long, in their eagerness. The running pairs of students suddenly sensed success, and increased their speed. The kids saw their danger; the ones nearest the shore broke away and headed into the bushes. The next three began casting anxious glances, and shouting warnings to each other, which came across the Pond as faint as bird-­calls. Then the three of them broke and ran, leaving just the kid on the end, who had hauled something out of the mud and stood straddle-­legged with it in his arms.


    He too made a bolt for the shore. But the mud on his boots impeded him; and the weight in his arms. The students closed in, he tried to swerve past them, there was the flash of a pickaxe handle, and a yelp of pain. Then they were manhandling him back around the Pond towards us, one of them carrying the muddy treasure.


    The kid was about fourteen. He was smothered in mud from head to foot, and limping badly, where the pickaxe handle had done its work.


    ‘Ain’t done nuffin’,’ he shouted at the policeman. ‘It’s a public park. An’ what I got is anybody’s property! What gives this lot the right to it? Some kid lost it. Finders keepers.’


    ‘There is a crime called stealing-­by-­finding,’ said the bobby, with what conviction he could muster. ‘Anything you find should be taken to a police station, as lost property.’


    ‘Are this lot doing that, then?’ The boy glared round at the students. ‘The police station must be getting a bit muddy! I heard it was all going down to old Jeff Morgan’s shop!’


    ‘Everything they find is reported to us,’ said the copper, without conviction.


    ‘An’ what about the crime of criminal assault?’ shouted the kid. ‘He hit me wi’ that pickaxe handle. I’m sure he’s broke something. I’ll get my mum to get a lawyer on you!’


    ‘Push off,’ said the bobby. ‘Before I run you in.’ The kid took a hard look at Rory, as if memorizing his face for some future identity parade. Then he slouched off, turning at twenty yards distance to shout again about criminal assault. It was a long time before he finally went away.


    ‘He’s right, you know,’ said the bobby, turning to Rory. ‘It was you I should have charged. Assault. Carrying an offensive weapon. You shouldn’t have done that!’


    ‘Well, what are we supposed to do?’ yelled Rory. ‘If it goes on this way, they could ruin the dig.’


    ‘Kids know more about the bloody law than we do, these days. I’m afraid they’ve got us by the short and curlies. I’m really here to make sure they don’t drown themselves . . .’


    There was a depressed silence. Then I said, ‘What had he got? Anything valuable?’


    The object was held up. ‘A Star yacht,’ said Rory. ‘They’re ten a penny. They’re still making them. You can buy them in the shops. Ten quid.’ Then he added, ‘It could have been something priceless.’


    ‘Look,’ said somebody. ‘There they go again.’ Another line of kids was venturing out on to the mud, on the far side.


    It was indeed a lively evening. By half-­past ten, the constable was hoarse with yelling through the loud hailer, and the rest of us were exhausted with running. By and large, the luck had been with us; we’d stopped the kids getting away with anything. But a very nice carvel-­built yacht had been trodden on, in the fray, and crushed like an eggshell.


    ‘Hundreds of hours’ work!’ said Rory bitterly, surveying the wreck.


    ‘I’ll see what my bloke can do with it,’ I said, to comfort him. ‘It’s only down one side. It’ll do for a museum, if you turn that side to the wall . . .’


    Suddenly, there was a hiss in the air above my head, and something pinged on the caravan’s side. We stared at a neat round black hole, a quarter of an inch wide.


    ‘There’s a kid out there with a bloody airgun!’ said the bobby, glaring at the nearest rhododendrons. He took off towards the place it had come from, like an Olympic athlete.


    But he came back, sweating and empty-­handed. ‘I heard him crashing through the bushes. But it’s like a jungle in there.’


    There was another hiss and ping; this time from the direction of the generator.


    ‘He’s trying to put out the floodlights!’ shouted Rory.


    Then a large piece of brick came hurtling through the air. Followed by several more.


    ‘That’s it!’ roared the constable, at the end of his tether. He spoke into his radio and summoned back-­up.


    I must say, the police put up a splendid show. Two pandas arrived, blue lights flashing. They slammed in through the Park gates, and roared all the way round the path that followed the shore of the Pond. It was most impressive.


    ‘That should settle the little sods,’ said the constable, when they’d gone again. ‘It’s gone eleven. I suppose they’ve got some homes to go to.’


    He must have been right. Nothing stirred round the shores of the Wheatstone Pond.


    ‘Been like a bloody madhouse,’ he added, picking up his loud hailer. ‘I don’t know what’s got into the kids round here. This is normally a quiet district. For London.’


    It was then that, back at the shop, my burglar-­alarm went off. I would recognize that dreadful whooping anywhere. I was into my car and belting down Wheatstone High Street before I knew what I was doing.


    And, in my headlights, I saw them running out of my gate. Two slim figures in trainers, jeans and bomber jackets. They turned for a second to stare at me, shielding their eyes against my lights.


    And for some reason I went berserk. I mean, I’ve always hated burglars, especially with regard to my shop, because it’s my living. If they burgle the house, well, it’s just kids after videos to sell for drugs, and you can replace a video with the insurance money. But if they go for the shop, they’re pros, and they’re after the things you’ve sweated over . . .


    But that night . . . they were running along the pavement now, pinned by the lights against the high walls . . .


    I had a sudden mad desire to flatten them against that wall; to never have to worry about them again. They were . . . no more than insects . . .


    It was lucky for them they had a car waiting with the rear doors open. They vanished inside; the car revved up, smoke spouting from its exhaust . . .


    I aimed straight for it. And almost forgot to slam on the brakes.


    I can’t have been doing more than fifteen, when I hit it. I felt the seat-­belt tighten across my chest. Then the massive front of the Volvo was driving the rear end of their car along the bricks of the wall in a brilliant shower of sparks. Crushing it up like an egg. I could see it was a Citroën AX they’d got; by comparison with the Volvo they’re not very heavily built.


    A sudden silence. Then I was out of the car. Somebody tried to get out of the front door of the AX. I slammed the car door on his extended leg, and heard with joy a squeal of pain.


    Then a policeman from the Pond had hold of me, was shouting at me, shaking me. And slowly I came back to my senses.


    It was two in the morning before it was all sorted out, and then the duty inspector took me into his office. He was much younger than I was; in fact he didn’t look more than a sixth former, with his chubby rosy cheeks. But his face was solemn. Very solemn.


    ‘All’s well that end’s well, Mr Morgan.’ His tone quite belied his words. ‘Nobody hurt, beyond cuts and bruises. By a miracle. And we mustn’t expect too many miracles, must we, Mr Morgan?’


    He was talking to me as if I was a kid.


    ‘I’m entitled to make a citizen’s arrest,’ I said, nastily.


    ‘It’s only a miracle it wasn’t a citizen’s multiple murder. It’s lucky you’re not in the cells now. What the hell did you think you were doing?’


    ‘I suppose I misjudged the distance. But they were getting away. Like they so often do with burglaries. Even with our magnificent police force . . .’


    He just stared at me. Then he said, ‘Are you a violent man, Mr Morgan? All we have on our records about you is one case of drunk and disorderly.’


    ‘That was the week after my wife died.’ That made him flinch a little. But he didn’t like me any more for it.


    ‘You had no evidence they were even burglars . . . then.’


    ‘Running out of my gate at gone eleven, with the burglar-alarm going? I hardly imagined they were Jehovah’s Witnesses.’


    ‘They could have been passers-­by, trying to help.’


    ‘Why did they go running, then?’


    ‘Perhaps they panicked and thought you were going to knock them down. They say they were very frightened. They say they thought their last hour had come . . .’


    ‘But they were burglars.’ I wasn’t letting him get away with anything. The nerve, looking me up in criminal records . . . as if I was a common felon.


    ‘Yes, luckily for you, we found tools on them that constitute an offence in themselves. Which gave us grounds to search their homes. We found enough. They won’t bother us now for a bit . . . but you bother me a lot, Mr Morgan . . .’


    ‘We’d had a lot of hassle up by the Pond . . .’


    ‘So I hear. University undergraduates hitting people with pickaxe handles. There seems to be something about that Pond, Mr Morgan, that comes between law-­abiding citizens and their wits. I shall be profoundly glad when it’s filled in and being used as tennis-­courts . . . well, that will be all, for now. I only hope you realize what a very narrow escape you’ve had.’ He didn’t shake hands; he pointedly lowered his head to begin reading a pile of report-­forms, and left me to find my own way out.


    I got home. Some workman recommended by the police had made my shop door secure with a huge piece of thick plywood. I went upstairs and poured myself a stiff drink, and stared at the little armoured cruiser and the smaller ocean liner, side by side, glinting in the lamplight.


    And finally I admitted that something had got into me tonight. Something I’d hardly known before. Something I didn’t like at all. Something I hadn’t felt since I was twelve, in a fight in the school yard. I had wanted, for a little while, to kill.


    The thought somehow congealed with an older thought. My feelings of guilt about the silly young fool who had killed himself on the motorbike I’d sold him. Why had death suddenly come into my life, after all these years? All these hardworking peaceful years? Was there really something odd about the Wheatstone Pond?


    It was then I noticed the light on my telephone-­answering machine was glowing, and pressed the play-­back.


    It was Hermione. Triumphant.


    ‘Best bib and tucker tomorrow morning, Jeff. We’ve got a television crew coming. Ten sharp, or so they say. I’ll be round by half-­past eight. There’ll be a lot to work out.’


    I stared at the machine as if it was the author of all my misfortunes. How on earth had she got the telly people in so quickly? There’d been no mention of them when we parted. I supposed she had contacts, being press officer for the City Toy Museum . . .


    But was she mad? The last thing we needed was publicity. We’d have the kids from half of London after us tomorrow night . . .


    With a groan, and a curse, I flung myself into bed, to get what sleep I could. Damned conniving woman . . .


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 5


    We were all gathered in my lounge for the end of the six o’clock news. Watching the weather forecast quack on, and waiting for the local slot. They’d left their wellies by the door, but my carpet was still getting pretty muddy.


    We were the first item; it was beginning to be the silly season, and they must be short of hard stuff. We were introduced by our very own girl-­reporter, Bunny Hodkinson, small and blonde and cuddly, with huge innocent blue eyes and the naïve grin of a pretty rabbit. Just the sort any male would open his heart to. I mean, whoever heard of a man-­eating rabbit?


    There she was, standing on the bank, peering out over the mud. Then she turned to the camera confidingly and said, ‘The Wheatstone Pond is beautiful in summer; but the Wheatstone Pond can be a killer. There have been seven suicides on this spot in the last five years. Now Wheatstone Council have decided its days are numbered. Once it is pumped dry, it will be filled in, and made into tennis-­courts.


    ‘The Pond is being pumped dry by appliances from the London Fire Brigade . . .’


    So then we had the station officer, wearing full fire-­fighting gear and his lovely big helmet, for no reason any of us could guess at. But he made a big thing of the danger of the mud and slime and the way kids were risking their lives. Ending up, ‘Not a nice death, with your mouth full of mud and your lungs full of green slime.’


    One up to Hermione; it would have frightened me off; but would it frighten the kids? Or would it be an excuse for them to play chicken?


    We had a few seconds of a girl student with a curvy bottom, crawling along one of the ladders. Then the camera panned on to what we were starting to call the dump. All the useless prams and bikes and children’s tricycles we’d unearthed, that no thief would want to nick. It looked spectacularly horrible, trailing strands of dried grey slime. Then it panned across to Hermione, who was wearing what any chic archaeologist would be wearing, providing she didn’t have to get her hands dirty.


    ‘It’s heart-­breaking work,’ she said, with a carefully rueful smile. ‘Nine out of ten of the things we find are just rubbish that people have dumped.’


    Two up to Hermione. Who wants to risk their neck for a pram with four bent wheels?


    ‘But what exactly are you hoping to find?’ Bunny fed Hermione the agreed question. At this point the filming stopped and we moved to my workshop. Which had, of course, been cleared of everything of value, apart from a wardrobe that James was repolishing.


    And here was James himself, with the camera panning on to him. He was holding what appeared to be a three-­foot-­long shallow, narrow dish made up of charred wood. With a tall cylinder sticking up from the middle of it, surrounded by blackened cylindrical objects and wheels.


    ‘What exactly is it?’ Disbelief and distaste mingled in our own girl-­reporter’s voice. James opened his own mouth, preparing an oration . . . oh, foolish James! Hermione had nipped in front of him, before he could draw breath.


    ‘This is rather pathetic really. It’s Victorian model steamboat – I mean, actually powered by a steam-­boiler, with a methylated-­spirit stove underneath to heat the water. Unfortunately, in this case, the spirit-­stove must have overturned or leaked, setting the wooden super-­structure on fire. It burnt the hull right down to the water-­line, sadly, before the little ship finally sank. It must have been heart-­breaking for the proud child who owned it . . .’


    ‘But quite a spectacular sight for any bystanders,’ said Bunny callously. ‘Steaming round, going up in flames. Then sinking. Like the Titanic in miniature, really.’ She sounded like she would have liked to have been there with her camera crew. At the real Titanic disaster too. Everything brought grist to her mill . . .


    ‘What can you do with it now?’


    Poor old James opened his mouth again, but once more Hermione nipped in. James was being reduced to a hard-breathing display-­stand.


    ‘Oh, we can dry out what’s left of the woodwork and preserve it. And remove the mechanical parts and polish them up. If we can find a maker’s name-­plate, we could possibly look up the model in an old maker’s catalogue, and build a replica – wreck and replica displayed side by side. Or at least the photograph from the catalogue, greatly enlarged.’


    ‘Oh yes, fascinating,’ said our girl-­reporter, without a lot of conviction in her voice. ‘But this . . . wouldn’t be worth anything? In the open market?’


    ‘Definitely not,’ said Hermione, with a sudden tightening of her jaws. ‘Only of interest to our City Toy Museum.’


    ‘But we’ve heard you’ve found things of real value, Mr Morgan . . . you’re taking part in this . . . dig . . . but you’re also an antique dealer with a knowledge of prices. Has anything of value been found?’


    I was ready, with breath already in my lungs; so I got in while Hermione was still opening her pretty mouth. And I had a carefully-­selected table of items beside me. The first was the cheap tin tugboat from Woolworth.


    ‘That looks exciting,’ said Bunny dubiously. ‘What’s that worth?’


    ‘Well, to a fanatical collector of tin-­plate toys, about a hundred pounds. At a specialist auction – Sotheby’s or something. But it’s not the kind of thing anybody could hope to flog round the nearest pub. I mean, how much would you give for it, in a pub?’


    ‘Couple of quid?’ asked Bunny, wrinkling up her pretty little nose.


    ‘Exactly,’ I said. ‘Tin-­plate-­toy collectors are the maddest folk in the business. And that thing cost sixpence in Woolworth, before the War.’


    I went on holding up dreary items for the camera. The crushed yacht, the little fractured fishing-­boat, the Star yacht that anybody could buy for ten quid.


    The camera watched Bunny’s face fall. ‘So you haven’t had much luck, so far?’


    ‘We found a loaded revolver. But we passed that straight across to the police. It had been fired twice . . . it could be a murder weapon.’


    Oh, how her little face lit up! The camera cut to the local nick, where Sergeant Crittenden said the police were waiting for a lab report.


    I really thought we’d got away with it. I drew a deep breath of relief.


    But then we were back in my workshop again. And she was opening her sweet girlish lips for the fatal question.


    ‘But I believe you did find one item of value – a motorbike – an antique motorbike? Which you sold for a good price – to a young man who later killed himself on it?’


    The camera panned on to my face. My mouth, wide open as I absorbed the body-­blow. I looked a guilty crook found out, even to myself. A guy who sold dodgy motorbikes, on which people killed themselves. I watched myself trying to say something three times. I watched myself break out into a sweat. Just like those guys who That’s Life pillory on their own doorsteps.


    The camera cut, before I said, ‘It had an MOT test and passed it successfully.’ On to the next item – a fuss about a welfare centre for ethnic lesbians, in the Red Republic of Brent. Somebody had the grace to switch the bloody set off.


    ‘The bitch,’ I said. ‘The little bitch!’


    There was a rumbled murmur of agreement, from the assembled workers. But Hermione just said cheerfully, ‘Don’t worry, Morgan, it’ll be a nine day’s wonder. You aren’t going to be selling any more motorbikes anyway. The main thing is, I think that’ll have killed off the enthusiasm of our treasure-hunters.’


    ‘I hope so,’ said Rory, in a very heartfelt tone. ‘Unless they start thinking the lake is full of revolvers . . . Well, back to guard-­duty . . .’


    But I think they had a pretty quiet night.


    It was nearly lunch-­time, the next day, when Lenny turned up with the box. A strong wooden box, about two feet long and nine inches wide, and dark with still-­dripping water. We’d had a steady stream of objects all morning; the best of which was a long narrow object that turned miraculously into a slim white speed-­boat, with a covered-­in bow and a long brass boiler, and a propeller stuck out behind on a long shaft.


    ‘Heck,’ I said. ‘A Meccano Hornby steam-­launch. I’d forgotten that they existed. Not many people had them. I wanted one, but I could never save up enough. They cost a bomb, even in 1939 . . .’


    ‘Well, you can’t afford one now, either,’ said dear Hermione. ‘Hands off, Morgan. Down, dog.’


    I gave her a look. And it was at that point that Lenny walked in with the box. I was getting a bit fed up with Lenny. He was my youngest worker; my errand-­boy really. And his legitimate errands were taking longer and longer. I mean, I had sent him off to deliver a couple of leather chairs to Hampstead two hours ago. And even allowing for traffic . . . now I had proof he’d been wasting time hanging round the Pond. The Pond was rapidly coming between him and his senses. I was going to have a word with him. But it would have been quite useless at the moment. He could think about nothing but the box.


    ‘I’m going to open it. I’m going to open it. It’s my turn.’


    Pathetic.


    I looked at that box, while he was rummaging for a screwdriver among the benches. Somehow, I didn’t like the look of that box. It was well made, of thick plywood that had survived its soaking, and it was screwed down tight, with no less than eight screws. And from the way he’d been carrying it, and put it down, it was heavy.


    Somebody had not wanted that box to be found. Or opened. Too many screws; screws beyond sense. I began to edge away from the crowd that was gathering round Lenny; edge towards the door. Almost as if it might be a bomb. Though the idea of a bomb going off after all that soaking was pretty unlikely. But my silly body insisted on edging away. Even before I smelt the smell. Now I admit that my workshop has never smelt like a bed of roses. Too much boiling of glue; the odd pot of rancid size; welding . . . and it hadn’t smelt any sweeter since they began carrying in things covered with stinking ooze. But this smell . . .


    From the doorway, I paused and looked at them. All the avid faces, like something out of a painting by Bruegel, or a medieval Doom. Hermione, James, Rory, the tall bland Dane they called Sven.


    ‘Two more screws,’ called out Lenny hysterically. ‘It’s coming, it’s coming.’


    Now Hermione had noticed the smell; her nostrils were twitching. And James was backing up and flinching; it was a smell he must have smelt often in Italy. Even bland Sven was looking worried. But Lenny, impervious to everything but excitement, was undoing the last screw. He prised up the lid.


    I think he tried to say something; but his breath was overtaken by the vomit rising in his throat. He made a feeble lunge for the nearest Belfast sink, but he didn’t make it. He spewed up uncontrollably all over the shavings on the floor; all down his own front. James swung away, grabbing a grubby handkerchief from his apron pocket and pressing it to a face turned green. Sven just stood, paralysed, giant hands clenched so tight the knuckles showed white. Only Hermione kept her cool, though she was ghost-­pale. She stepped to one side, and I saw it, at the distance of ten yards. I never wanted to get any nearer.


    A tiny skull, tilted, peered out of the box. Below it, there might have been fabric; but it was mottled with patterns of green and brown, like damp patches on a ceiling; like mould on cheese.


    They all came bundling towards the door where I stood, like a routed army, stumbling, groping. I got aside quickly, to let them past. Rory was half-­carrying Lenny, who was making a weird keening noise in his throat.


    Hermione came out last. She said, faintly, ‘You’d better ring the police.’


    For some reason I said stupidly, ‘An abortion?’ Perhaps I thought that if it was an abortion it wouldn’t be quite so bad.


    ‘No.’ Her words came out slowly, one by one, as if she was inventing them. ‘Somebody . . . cared. It’s . . . wrapped . . . in some kind of shawl. There’s a little crucifix on its . . . chest.’


    I got them all into my kitchen, and put a kettle on before I rang the police.


    ‘Whisky, Morgan, for Christ’s sake. Bloody tea won’t do any good.’ It was not really her voice. ‘I’ll stand on guard at the shed door. Before anybody else blunders in and sees it.’


    I must say the police were quick. Two uniformed constables leaping out of the panda. Perhaps they were not well informed; they came out of my workshop a damned sight quicker than they went in. I offered them a tot of whisky as well, and for once they didn’t refuse. One said weakly, ‘Jeez, I thought I’d seen everything in this game, but . . .’


    None of us seemed able to move from the kitchen, till they came and took it away.


    After supper, I felt a bit better; I took a stroll up to the Pond. I don’t know what drew me. There was nothing to see; no kids, no students on guard. Nobody at all, really, except one elderly man walking his elderly fox-­terrier, and bullying it into hurrying up to do its business. It was a grey cloudy dusk; it was as if a pall lay over the whole Pond; as if that smell, from my workshop, had driven everyone out of Wheatstone, like an outbreak of plague.


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 6


    We held a meeting, the next morning, in the workshop. Hermione said we’d better hold it there; get them in there again quickly, before they got spooked with the place. There were fifteen of us, I recall. Ten students, Hermione, James, Sam my other furniture restorer, me and Sergeant Crittenden. Of Lenny, there was no sign. And the rest of us looked weary and wretched. I kept on sniffing, surreptitiously, to see if I could still smell that smell. So did everybody else.


    I must say, Crittenden was very good. He sort of got us on a war-­footing. I didn’t reckon he’d ever rise higher than sergeant, but he was a good sergeant. Immaculately turned out; none of this tie-­halfway-­down-­his-­chest, like most of the CID. His dark hair brylcreemed like a shining black cap. He was not so young as I’d thought at first; quite wrinkled in his pale way, but oddly handsome in a stark fashion.


    ‘First a bit of good news,’ he said. ‘That revolver you found – it has been of some help to us. It was used in a murder – of an old occult book-­dealer called Solomon Hertz. Down the Charing Cross Road. The bullets match two taken from the body. So that’s cleared up. The murder was never solved . . .’


    Suddenly everyone was intensely interested. Everyone likes to be part of a hunt.


    Then he gave a wry smile. ‘But since the murder took place in 1921 – before most of your parents were born – it doesn’t get us much further. However, you will be relieved to know that since sixty-­six years have passed, we think it unlikely the murderer will strike again . . .’


    It was just the right touch; wry, bitter, Met black humour. It stiffened us; gave us a little of their professionalism.


    ‘I’ve had a little talk about you with my boss. He sends his sympathetic regards. And a few bits of advice.’ He counted them off on his stubby fingers.


    ‘One. Anything ambiguous – anything that you can’t make out what it is – call us in straight away. Don’t think you’re being a nuisance – we’d rather be safe than sorry. You were a bit silly yesterday – that box could’ve contained anything. Even semtex explosive. The IRA are not above dumping stuff quickly if they get into a jam. And even if it’s been under water, a bomb can still go off under certain circumstances . . . I’m only glad we’re not here this morning picking little bits of you off the telephone-wires . . .’


    That got the start of a snort of grim laughter. It is quite nice to think you might have been blown to bits, and instead still have two arms and two legs. It makes you feel ahead of the game.


    ‘Two. You can expect to find almost anything. That Pond is a dumping ground for guilty secrets – half of London’s guilty secrets, for all we know. It wouldn’t surprise me if you found more infant bodies – there were a lot dumped in the old days, when we didn’t have these NHS abortion clinics, and it still happens sometimes, even now. Use your noses, and you’ll save yourselves a lot of grief.’


    There it was. Out in the open. Talked about in a matter-­of-fact way. A normal, if grim, part of life. Something the Met had to handle every day, and if they could handle it, so could we . . .


    ‘On the other hand, I’m expecting you to find some rifles too. Not an IRA cache.’ (He actually smiled.) ‘No, a lot of poor buggers in the First World War, who were home on leave, and didn’t want to go back to the front, got into the habit of dumping their gear in the nearest standing water. Their kitbags usually floated, but the rifles went straight to the bottom. We sometimes get them turned in by people doing your kind of job when the Thames is at low water . . . mudlarks, we call them.’


    Again a grim rumble of humour from the group. And also a prick of interest.


    ‘If you find a rifle, for God’s sake don’t fiddle with the trigger – a round up the spout can still go off after seventy years, and if the barrel’s blocked with mud, it turns into a bomb that can make quite a mess.’


    They were really laughing now.


    ‘Likewise bombs and shells from the Second World War. I suppose you all know what a bomb looks like . . . ? Got fins on the end of it.’


    Having got them in a good mood, he finished by saying, ‘You’re doing a public service. This pond has got to be drained, and once it’s drained, it’s got to be searched. We don’t want bombs or shells exploding under the new tennis-­courts. And, frankly, the police have not got time to do the search themselves. You’re freeing us for our proper job, which is catching criminals. Thank you. Any questions?’


    Rory looked up and asked, ‘How long before the Pond’s fully dry, sergeant?’


    ‘A long time yet. The fire brigade are on to a deeper bit at the south end. Even they don’t know how deep that is. But that’s quite useful, because the water from the rest of the mud is slowly draining into it. It should make your job a bit easier. Anything else?’


    Everyone shook their heads sagely, and then they made a move for the door, sounding moderately cheerful. Only Hermione lingered behind.


    ‘What about . . . that baby . . . ?’


    Crittenden stared at the floor. ‘Murdered,’ he said. ‘The breastbone was smashed in – they think by a blow with a sharp implement.’


    Hermione went as white as a sheet. ‘When?’


    ‘They think . . . within the last ten years. That’s working from the type of plywood used to make the box. The strangest thing is . . . you know it was wrapped in something? Well, it was a piece torn from a linen bed-­sheet. And there was a laundry-­mark on that sheet and . . . it was the same laundry-mark as we found on that shirt wrapped around the revolver. Sixty years apart, and the same laundry-­mark.’


    ‘Have they traced the laundry?’ I don’t know how Hermione got the words out.


    ‘They think it was a laundry that was bombed in the War, and never reopened. The trail’s quite cold there, I’m afraid.’


    ‘I never heard of anything so crazy . . .’ I said.


    He looked at me. ‘No, it doesn’t make sense, any kind of sense. Except that people keep sheets a very long time, locked up in linen-­cupboards . . . I hear you people are still selling the public Victorian night-­dresses at a good profit?’


    ‘Not me,’ I said. ‘But some.’


    ‘Stuff lasts a long time.’ He flicked me an odd lopsided grin. ‘But who am I to tell that to an antique dealer?’ He turned to Hermione. ‘What I have just told you is in confidence, madam. We want to keep quiet about this baby business at the moment, and I’m sure you don’t want your work at the Pond held up by crowds of ghouls. In any case, I’ve asked the local panda to keep in close touch with you. Good day.’


    And he went, leaving us staring at each other, speechless.


    The next two days were fairly peaceful. The warm spell was developing into something of a heat wave, and the students, as brown as berries, worked in very short shorts and wellies. The huge saucer-­shaped depression of the Pond now broke up into three areas. Close to shore, the drying mud was cracking into irregular plates a foot across, which the trampling feet crushed to a foul-­smelling dust that hung in the hot air. Further out, the deep mud still glistened and popped, talking with a low chuckling noise that we no longer really heard. And at the south end, the fire appliance still pumped away at a figure-­of-eight of black water.


    The students could move on the dried-­out part without ladders now, though some cracked patches were still treacherous, and one or two of them ended knee-­deep in blackness. Sven even lost one of his wellies. A lot of smaller mounds were poking up, as drying-­out continued, and there was a rush to investigate them before the thieving kids got to them. The kids were still lurking quite openly round the path, especially at lunch-­time or after school, making occasional dashes to try to steal something. But Hermione had brought in ten more students, and they were strung out round the Pond fifty yards apart, and could usually head off any sudden invasion.


    They found three rifles, just as Sergeant Crittenden had predicted, which made him some kind of god in their eyes. We took them straight to my shed and washed them off, and stacked them in one corner for the police to collect. Nobody tried to fire one, thank God. I handled the first one, a Lee Enfield .303, an ugly beast that no one would ever want to buy to hang on their wall. Then I lost interest. I’m not a weapons man, myself. James was inclined to muck about with them, wanting to clean and oil them, for old times’ sake, and I had to speak sharply to him. We still had a living to make, and he had a job to do. It was odd, that. The way the stuff from the lake had a way of fascinating people, carrying them off into their dreams or their past. James talked a lot about his time in the Army in Italy.


    Of Lenny there was still not a sign. Or word. I hoped he wasn’t really ill. I felt I should go round to his house to find out; but what with the Pond and the shop, there was just too much to do. And I was trying to concentrate on the shop. I was dancing attendance on a well-­dressed middle-­aged woman who could not decide whether to buy a cast-­iron doorstop in the form of a shepherd playing his pipe to his dog, or one in the shape of Punch, or both. I rather hoped she would buy Punch, for Punch was a good modern fake, but the shepherd was genuine, and I was rather fond of him.


    At this point Sven burst in.


    ‘Hermione want you! Now!’


    I’m afraid I snarled at him; we’d all gone a bit jumpy since we found the plywood box, and the heat in my shop didn’t help.


    ‘Can’t it wait? I was up there only an hour ago.’


    ‘Is good news, I think.’


    ‘Right, Sven. Will you wait here, until this lady has made her mind up, and take her cheque and write the number of her cheque card on the back of it and bring the cheque up to me. And lock the shop door behind you, and put the sign to “Back in fifteen minutes”. Think you can remember all that?’


    My outburst should have driven the poor little woman clean out of my shop empty-­handed. But instead it flustered her into saying she would take both doorstops. The public’s funny that way. She was so flustered she didn’t even ask if she could have something off the price, which most of them never forget to do. So I drove up to the Pond in a mood of grim satisfaction.


    Hermione met me, smiling. I could almost have imagined she was fond of me, and not just using me for her own ends.


    ‘It’s your big lucky day, Jeff!’


    ‘The Crown Jewels have turned up, then? Wrapped up in a Buck House laundry-­bag?’


    Her mysterious smile widened, maddeningly. ‘Noooooh. But you remember that story you told me – about one Guy Fawkes’ Night and a man with a big model destroyer that sank? I think we’ve found it for you.’ She led the way to the dump, and pulled a lump of sacking off something. Even under all the mud, I was pretty sure she was right. Two funnels, and the mast blown off and trailing beside it, on the end of the tangle of rigging.


    ‘And it’s all yours,’ she said.


    I gaped at her.


    ‘Well, we can hardly classify it as a children’s toy, can we? We have to draw the line somewhere. It’s an adult’s hand-built scale model. Quite outside our remit. The museum wouldn’t give it house-­room. Though if you restored it nicely, it would look quite well in our preliminary exhibition . . .’


    I knew there had to be a snag somewhere. That model would cost a bit to restore to glory . . . But I wasn’t looking a gift-­horse in the mouth.


    Of course, once I got it back to the workshop, I couldn’t resist fiddling with it. While my shop remained closed-­for-fifteen-­minutes, James gave me resentful looks because I was playing with my boat when I hadn’t let him play with his rifle. He twice tried to interrupt me about some bloody woman and a set of stair-­rods I’d promised her. But I just gave him the shop keys and got on with the boat.


    The name on the bow was Viperous. One of the old ‘V’ class. Vindictive and all that lot. And the damage the fireworks had wreaked was fairly frightful. Not only was the mast blown off, but the metal plates of the hull had sprung apart in three places, which is why she’d sunk. The radio-­control and even the electric motor were write-­offs, and the damage the acid leaking from the batteries had done . . . it would take a real pro to restore her; even James couldn’t cope. She was going to cost me a thousand quid. Dear old Hermione!


    On the other hand, the detailing was so perfect . . . even little brass breech-­blocks on the guns in the open turrets . . . it would be worth it. I’d have a ship worth two thousand at least. I began wondering who I could get to do it . . .


    And then I thought: suppose I did get it repaired? And put it up for auction? What about providing a provenance? And it really belonged to that ginger-­haired idiot who’d sailed her on Guy Fawkes’ Night, so long ago. He’d only been a young bloke . . . almost certain he was still alive . . . and still interested in model boats. Suppose he turned up and claimed her? I’d get a name as a real crook, and lose a thousand quid into the bargain. Probably end up in the magistrates’ court . . . that would help my business, I must say. I paced up and down in a rare taking, stopping every two minutes to look at the boat again. I spent a very ratty afternoon, before I had an idea. I would consult Mossy Hughes. He was usually in the Duke of Portland in the early evening. Come to that, he was in the Duke of Portland most of the time. I put on my linen jacket and went for a pint.


    The Duke of Portland is the nearest thing Wheatstone has to a local. A huge, florid building in moulded and glazed brown brick, a mass of ill-­executed classical detail, pediments, pilasters and cartouches. A hideosity that would last for ever, or a bloody good architectural joke, depending how you were feeling. The frosted-­glass windows and the mahogany in the public bar are genuine, though.


    Mossy was in the public bar, leaning on the counter in the usual place, where his elbow has worn a hole in the shiny varnish. Mossy was a mystery to us all. He certainly never did a day’s work. No visible means of support. If you asked he just said he was ‘retired’, though I suppose he couldn’t be much over fifty. And he would never say what he had retired from. But, for a retired bloke, he had an amazing amount to spend buying drinks for other people. He saw me the moment I walked through the door, leapt athletically through the early evening crowd in his jeans and trainers, clasped me firmly by the elbow and said, ‘What’re you drinking, Mr Morgan?’


    ‘Half of Guinness Bitter, Mossy, thanks!’


    ‘A pint, a pint. What good’s a half to a working man?’ I watched him go, little athletic figure, fit as a flea. Some people thought he had private means. Personally, I thought he was a burglar. Working nights. A quiet, discreet and caring burglar, who spent his day doing good, lending a sympathetic ear to all and sundry, even lending hard-­up acquaintances the odd fiver here and there, though he never lent a second note unless the first had been repaid.


    Now he came back with two brimming pints, put them precisely into the centres of a pair of beer-­mats, sat down, and cocked his head of grey hair, stiff and upright as a hairbrush, in a manner indicating he had all the time in the world to listen to my problems. It was as if he had no problems of his own, and felt the lack.


    ‘What’s bothering you, squire?’


    ‘One Guy Fawkes’ Night, about 1980 it would be. Crowd round the Pond watching the fireworks over the Heath.’


    ‘I go every year, every year. Won’t be the same without the Pond, will it? Though that smell . . .’


    ‘Bloke . . . a nutter . . . tried to sail a model boat. They blew it to bits with fireworks. You don’t know who he was, do you?’


    He put a hand to his brow, which had resolved into the most perfect set of horizontal wrinkles I had ever seen on any man. I counted them again. There were seven, one above the other. I could have sworn there’d been only six, the last time I counted. Mossy was still developing, evolving . . .


    Finally, Mossy said, ‘Tanner, his name was. Tony Tanner. Had had a lot of trouble with his missis, and walked out in the end. He was living in a bed-­sitter, when I last talked to him. Up Belvoir Road. But that must have been six, seven year ago. Never seen him since. Must have gone off soon after that Guy Fawkes’ Night. He was in a bad way, Mr Morgan. Drinking hard. Drinking to knock himself silly. Every night. Then he suddenly wasn’t here any more. You know what bed-­sitter land’s like. What you want him for?’


    ‘The boat that sank’s turned up. Bit of a wreck. I wanted to make him an offer for it.’


    ‘He told me he had a few boats, up in his room in Belvoir Road. Invited me up to see them, once, but I didn’t get round to it.’


    That figured. Mossy operated his alcoholic Samaritan service in the public bar of the Duke of Portland and nowhere else. Wise man. Safety in numbers.


    ‘You don’t know what number Belvoir Road?’


    ‘House called Abbey-­something. Abbeygate, Abbeyfield? Third or fourth along on the right hand side, Tanner said. Said it had domes with spikes on top; like a German helmet. Said it gave him the bloody willies, but it was cheap.’


    I got away from Mossy in the end. After another couple of pints. I reckoned I’d better walk the drink off, so I might as well walk up to Belvoir Road and try to find Abbey-­something. Belvoir Road’s not far; the first road above the Pond; the back gardens run down the hill to the edge of the Park.


    I must say, Abbeywalk, when I found it, gave me the willies too. It made the other Gothic fantasies in the road look quite homely. Because it wasn’t really Gothic in style; more a sort of sickly art nouveau. The window-­frames looked like they’d begun to melt and droop in folds. There was a large and weird glass canopy over the front door. I just walked up to it. There was no front gate, and the weeds in the thin gravel drive were two feet high and dead. Last summer’s. Or the summer before that. Not a sign of a car, or any other sign of life. The ground-­floor windows were opaque with sawdust and cobwebs. A large plywood sign, starting to peel back into its separate layers, announced that the ground floor had once housed Abbeywalk Fine Fitted Kitchens, but the sawdust was grey and old, and there was no sound of industry within.


    There was, however, a row of faded red plastic buttons on a black-­speckled brass box screwed to the door-­jamb. With names behind strips of plastic. Sometimes crossed out, with another name squeezed in above; all faded to a greater or lesser degree. And one of the most faded crossed-­out ones was A. Tanner; neatly typed, but a ghost on the verge of extinction.


    Tanner had been there; Tanner was gone. For some reason, it angered me greatly, that he should have escaped me. Now the wrecked destroyer would hang around my workshop gathering dust for ever, and with me not daring to do a damned thing about it.


    So, reluctant to quite let go, I walked round the back of the house. The back door was as solidly bolted and unmoving as the front. All the windows had that coating of sawdust. But there was a little brick building, about the size of a garage, and the green blistering door of that was slightly ajar. I went over and pushed at it. It gave, but only a little. I pushed harder; very hard indeed in my anger. There was the sound of something like cardboard splitting, and now the door gave way enough for me to poke my head through, into the dim glimmer that came from yet another dusty window.


    The place, once whitewashed, was piled high with suitcases. Old, bulging suitcases, with straps round them. Cardboard boxes, full of what looked like jumble; a battered electric kettle, two dusty floral cushions, a scarf trailing down the outside of a box. One box had burst open, spilling out woolly bobble-­hats and gloves.


    And among all this worthless tat lay askew a lovely scale model of a paddle-­steamer; the sort that used to ply round the Kent coast to Margate and Ramsgate. It had been roughly tossed in upside-­down, and the foremast was broken off short, sticking out at me like an accusing finger. The name on the bow was Royal Daffodil.


    It could only have belonged to the man who made the wrecked destroyer . . . and then I realized what the jumble really was. The detritus of bed-­sitters. Stuff left behind and never sent for. Chucked out here by a landlord whose patience was obviously exhausted, if its battered and knocked-­about appearance was anything to go by.


    I wanted to plunge in and rescue the Royal Daffodil there and then. But it was impossible. The bursting of boxes that had let me push my head round the door had released an avalanche of stale, damp-­smelling worldly goods that ensured the door would open not another quarter of an inch. And I certainly wasn’t going in for burglary in broad daylight, or carrying a three-­foot paddle-­steamer home under my arm.


    So, with reluctance, I let the door swing to, and managed at least to get the sneck on, so it was not obviously ajar.


    I walked back, wildly lusting after the Royal Daffodil and wondering, just a little, what had happened to its late owner.


    As I passed the public bar entrance to the Duke of Portland I hesitated, hovered. A feeling was coming over me that I knew all too well. A temptation to do something dodgy. I fought against it for a minute, but I knew I was going to give in. The paddle-­steamer had been slowly growing bigger and bigger in my mind. Lying there unloved, defenceless in that old out-­house.


    You might think that thieves do a lot of harm in the world of antiques; but they don’t really. I mean, they don’t harm the antiques. I mean, what’s the point of stealing something if you’re not going to look after it? Every bit of damage drops the price . . . no, the people who do harm to antiques are the nutters and vandals who smash them up. I mean, somebody may nick a Van Gogh from the Tate and it may vanish for years, but you know it’s safe somewhere, and will turn up none the worse eventually. Whereas those religious maniacs who attack works of art with razors, or acid, or shotguns, they’re the ones who need putting away for life. And there are the less spectacular nutters who in the fifties smashed up long-case clocks for scrap, or the nutters in the sixties who painted good mahogany furniture canary-­yellow and stuck floral transfers all over it. I remember one Viennese wall-­clock that came into my shop. Somebody in the First World War had taken the eagle off the top and stamped it into dust in a burst of patriotic fervour. Then somebody else in the twenties had removed all the ornamental turned knobs, to make it look more ‘modern’. Then somebody in the sixties had painted it bright blue, over mahogany veneer. And finally somebody in the eighties had thrown it into the dustbin, breaking the glass. Hounding a good clock to a slow death – worse than fox-hunting. The dustmen brought it to me, and after a fortnight’s hard work, it was back perfect and worth five hundred, and it would go on living for ever. That’s what I call a moral act . . .


    Anyway, so I told myself, as I turned in at the door of the Duke of Portland. Mossy was still in his usual place.


    ‘Any luck, squire?’ Was the man clairvoyant?


    ‘He’s gone, all right. Everybody’s gone, from the look of the place.’


    ‘Dodgy old house, that!’ I gave him an old-­fashioned look. How did he know?


    ‘So I’ve been told,’ he said quickly. ‘So I’ve been told.’


    ‘I went round the back. There’s another model boat in a sort of brick outhouse. On top of a lot of old junk. Thick with dust.’


    ‘Shame,’ he said, with a flick of interest. ‘Shame how people neglect good stuff. Good as the destroyer, was it?’


    ‘Maybe better.’ I took a deep breath. ‘I mean, if somebody brought it into my shop, I’d willingly pay him three Cs for it.’


    ‘Good as that? Let me get you a pint, Mr Morgan.’


    He came back with brimming glasses. It was fascinating how he placed them exactly in the centre of the beer-­mats.


    ‘Cheers.’


    ‘What worries me,’ I said, ‘is if some vandals got to it. The door’s jammed shut with the weight of stuff against it. But they might get in through the little window . . .’


    ‘Quite,’ he said. ‘Quite.’ And turned to the topic of the problems of Tottenham Hotspur Football Club.


    About ten the next morning, a van pulled into my yard. A youth in spectacles mended with insulation tape came into my workshop.


    ‘Got any interest in model boats?’ he asked, shuffling diffidently.


    ‘Depends,’ I said, and walked out to the van with him.


    The paddle-­steamer was there, under a dirty white sheet of plastic. I checked it. It was in good nick, apart from the broken mast. Couple of lifeboats missing, but James could soon copy the ones that were left.


    ‘Gorra couple more,’ said the youth, and pulled off two more plastic sheets. A nice model of a tug in good nick. And a model of a North Sea lightship that had been dealt one savage blow that had flattened the superstructure half-­way to the deck.


    ‘How much you want for them?’ James had come out for a nosy, so I had to keep up the charade.


    ‘Three for the paddle-­steamer and two and a half for the tug. Fifty for the lightship . . .’


    ‘Throw in the lightship free and you’ve got a bargain.’


    ‘Done.’ Then he added, ‘Mossy sent you a message. Dunno what it means, but he said to tell you that Tony Tanner left all his gear. Clothes, pots and pans, the lot. There were name-­tags on the suitcases. That make sense?’


    Half-­way to my wad of notes, I paused. In one way, it made sense. In another, it made no sense at all.


    Where the hell had Tony Tanner gone?


    Come to that, where had all the other people gone, whose wretched possessions were piled in that little out-­house?


    ‘Bastards,’ said James, which was very strong language for him. He was handling the wrecked lightship with grieving, loving hands.


    ‘Reckon you can do anything with it?’


    ‘Well, it’s all there. Long job with a pair of pliers, that’s all. Bit of soldering. ’Sa glass-­case job, this. Never been in the water. Wouldn’t float properly. No engine or anything. And there’s a maker’s name-­plate. Ross and Makepeace. Number 18734.’


    I pricked up my ears. I’d never heard that name before. But you live and learn, in our trade.


    ‘Must look them up in a book,’ I said.


    ‘Probably worked for shipbuilders – real ship-­builders I mean. You know, model to show the customer, afore the real one’s built.’


    ‘Yeah,’ I said. And forgot about it. But not for long.


    Then we had the business about the bomb; and then the business about the firemen.


    The students were thrilled to bits to have found a bomb. Though it was only a very small one. They were thrilled to bits until the police arrived, and moved everyone away from the Pond, so that they couldn’t get on with their work.


    As we waited for the bomb disposal squad, I was surprised at the amount they bickered among themselves. Really spiteful it was; they had one girl in tears. I truly felt like smashing a couple of the men’s faces in for it. But Hermione went and smoothed things over, and brought the girl back to the caravan for a cup of tea. She was a pretty little thing called Ruth. A bit frail and forlorn; I suppose you could write her down as one of life’s victims, but I liked her.


    She sipped her tea and said, ‘Bastards! This is the nastiest dig I’ve ever been on. People are so good-­tempered, usually.’


    ‘They have been a bit much,’ said Hermione, running her hand through her hair. ‘And it’s getting worse. Sometimes I feel like sacking the lot of them, and getting in a fresh bunch.’


    ‘Bloody good idea,’ said Ruth feelingly. ‘All girls for a change.’


    ‘The girls are being as bad as the men,’ said Hermione. ‘Bitch, bitch, bitch.’


    ‘Maybe it’s the mud,’ I said. ‘And the smell. And those kids hanging around trying to nick stuff . . .’


    ‘Rory really hurt one of them again this morning. I’d not be surprised if the boy’s mum came up. With a lawyer. Rory’s not his usual cheerful self at all. I’ve worked with him before . . .’


    It was just then we saw the firemen. Two of them, running along the edge of the Pond, one after the other, about twenty yards apart. They had stripped down to their vests in the heat, but were still in uniform on their lower parts.


    The front one was carrying some sort of box, and throwing bits of white stuff from it into the Pond.


    ‘What’s this – a paper-­chase?’ asked Hermione, shading her eyes with her hand and staring at them. ‘Now there’s three of them.’


    The third man, a hundred yards behind, was still in full uniform. He was running more reluctantly, somehow, and falling behind. And all three of them were shouting at each other.


    They drew nearer.


    ‘That’s a sandwich-­box,’ said Hermione. ‘He’s throwing his sandwiches into the mud. Why? There’s not a duck in sight.’


    Now the leader was only fifty yards away; still turning his head to shout over his shoulder. He threw what looked like a small apple-­pie into the Pond, and then what was certainly an orange.


    And then, not looking where he was going, he tripped over the muddy frame of a bicycle that somebody had dragged out of the Pond and left lying about; and went full-­length. He was up in a flash, but limping now, and in another ten yards, the second man was on him.


    I suppose we expected some kind of horseplay. It dawned on me that the first man must not have been throwing his own sandwiches into the Pond, but the sandwiches that belonged to the pursuing second man. Or perhaps we just expected a nasty argument. Certainly we never expected what happened.


    A fist flew. There was a cry of pain, and the first man doubled up, holding his nose with fingers from which blood flowed.


    The second fireman raised his boot and kicked him in the gut. He collapsed, screeching. Then the second man began to kick him as he lay writhing on the ground.


    We all stood paralysed. I don’t think we were cowards. We just couldn’t believe our eyes. I mean, we’re conditioned to think our London firemen are wonderful, even if we’re starting to have doubts about our policemen. Firemen are supposed to rescue people: from burning buildings; from having their heads stuck through railings. Firemen are compassionate and caring: they come and rescue your dear pussy-­cat, if it gets stuck up some tree.


    Firemen do not kick each other to a bloody pulp.


    It was lucky for the first man that the third man arrived when he did.


    ‘Rogers!’ he roared, with the voice of authority. ‘Stop that!’


    Rogers might have stopped for all of thirty seconds, then he aimed another kick at the groaning man.


    ‘Rogers, I’m putting you on a charge!’


    The kick went home, with a dull thud. The third man tried to grab the kicker. The kicker lashed out at him. He only just dodged back in time.


    ‘Right, Rogers, you’re suspended from duty, as of now.’


    Rogers lashed out at his superior officer again, narrowly missing. The leading fireman backed off, and began to talk into his radio, which was clipped to his tunic. Now Rogers just stood, wild-­eyed, panting. The man on the ground groaned horribly, and curled up into a tighter ball, hands holding his gut. I could tell he was really seriously hurt.


    I felt I should go across and help him; but the wildness of the fist-­clenched figure standing over him . . . it was Hermione who ran to help the injured man. Rogers nearly kicked her, till he saw she was a woman; he seemed as if he was coming out of some sort of fit. He seemed not to know where he was . . .


    Now, in the distance, we could hear a siren. And at that dire sound, Rogers suddenly ran away round the edge of the Pond.


    We all gathered round the man on the ground. But there wasn’t much anyone could do. He yelled out in pain if you tried to touch him. He was violently sick, and I thought there were streaks of blood in the vomit.


    A police car swung in through the Park gate. Two uniformed constables got out and stared at the groaning body.


    ‘Who did it?’


    The leading fireman pointed up the shore of the Pond, where Rogers was backing away further, and shouting something we couldn’t make out. There was something so strange, so . . . crazy about the way he was pacing up and down and shouting incoherencies, that I saw the constables look at each other with raised eyebrows. Then one of them radioed for back-­up, and they began to move up the shore fairly cautiously. I noticed that they stayed together.


    Another siren. Two now. One would be an ambulance, I hoped. I didn’t like the noises the man on the ground was making at all.


    Ambulance and police car together. The ambulancemen very calm and slow-­moving; the two fresh policemen making their way round the Pond the other way, talking into their radios.


    We listened to them take the injured man away; but we watched Rogers across the water. There was something so strange and restless about him; more like some animal. He shouted at the policemen as they closed in; then there was a sudden rush of blue shirts, and he was face-­down on the ground.


    We turned away, letting out deep breaths of relief.


    ‘What the hell was all that about?’ I asked the leading fireman. He wiped a sweating face.


    ‘Bloody sandwiches. They were larking about one minute, then it suddenly just blew up. Those two have never liked each other, but . . .’


    ‘It must be the heat,’ I said. ‘And the smell . . .’


    ‘And the flies,’ he said. ‘Those bloody flies. Great fat things, and they keep on landing on your face.’


    ‘Flies? We haven’t had flies much here . . .’


    ‘Then just thank God for it. They’re driving us mad, down the far end. We’re changing the pumping crew daily now . . .’ He looked at me unbelievingly, and then at where the police were leading Rogers away. ‘That man has lost his job, and he’s probably going to prison. And all for what? A box of sandwiches. It’s mad . . . mad.’ Then he walked away back to his remaining crew, head down.


    Two idle, hot, bickering hours later, the bomb disposal squad turned up and walked out on the ladders to the bomb. They didn’t hang about. We heard distant police loudspeakers telling people to open all their windows, then they blew it up with a small, controlled explosion. We watched from the road, well back. There was a lovely tall spout of mud, out there in the middle, and a nice little bang, but we never heard of any windows reported broken.


    It was only a very small bomb, they said.


    Crittenden turned up that evening to take a statement about the firemen. I was having a drink on the flat roof that overlooks my back garden. Of course, my back garden is full of shed, but other back gardens still have trees; and I have a little roof-garden with potted conifers, so it’s quite pleasant sitting at my little pub cast-­iron table, with four aluminium repro French rococo chairs, from B&Q. I offered him a drink, and he had a lime-­juice.


    When I had finished making my statement, and he had written it down in painful near-­copperplate he said, ‘That fireman’s in a bad way. It could be a murder charge yet.’


    ‘Bad business.’ Why do we always say ‘bad business’ in that stuffy way?


    ‘I shall be glad when that Pond’s finished and done with. Under the sod.’


    ‘It’s the heat!’ We had just reached that stage of a June scorcher when it starts to cool and you find it a luxury to remember just how hot it’s been.


    ‘Anything to do with that Pond, the Super dumps it in my lap, now.’


    ‘Any progress on the . . .’ I couldn’t quite bring myself to say either ‘baby’ or ‘skeleton.’


    ‘Not much. It was about three months old, they reckon. A well-­grown boy-­child, from the bones. And they’ve had a bit of success with that crucifix. It was quite an expensive one, silver. With the maker’s mark on it. Belgian. Never sold in this country. Never sold anywhere but Belgium. Not much call for them, I suppose, that size. Except in Roman Catholic countries.’


    ‘Any back records of missing Belgian babies?’


    ‘What do you think?’ He sighed, and took a long swig of lime. ‘Firm stopped making them crucifixes about six years ago. They made them from 1969 till 1981. Not that that gets us much further. We’ve done a lot of house-­to-­house, but Wheatstone’s the worst place in the world for that kind of thing. They find the bodies of old ladies who’ve been dead three months and nobody noticed. Aye well, the fire brigade reckon another week to pump the Pond dry. Roll on.’


    ‘Anything about that murdered bookseller?’


    ‘Only that he was a horrible old man – well-­known in the occult world. An acquaintance of Aleister Crowley, I believe.’


    He did not leave a happy man.


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 7


    There was more trouble the following morning. It seemed a different sort at first.


    The kid with the van and the adhesive tape round his spectacles was back.


    ‘Gorra bit more stuff for you, squire!’ he announced, shuffling into my shop. He had a battered cardboard-­box under his arm. He put it on my desk without asking permission, and proceeded to unload a collection of tat. And, what’s more, I could tell at a glance that it was dangerous tat. Old square wrist-­watches, silver propelling pencils with no lead in them, a battered little silver milk-­jug that had once been quite nice, some bracelets and other jewellery, and lastly a dressing-­table set with silver-­backed hairbrush and mirror. All with a neglected look; downright dirty.


    It had ‘burglary’ written all over it; the kind of stuff an incompetent burglar would find in five quick minutes of rifling drawers. I looked at him, with a rising feeling of rage. Everything about him spoke of his incompetence. His mended glasses, the rusty skirts of his van, which he hadn’t even tried to repair with fibreglass. The one rear tyre I could see was badly worn; the police would have him for that alone. It would not be long, given such incompetence, before he was caught. And then he would grass, to try to cut down his sentence, and I would be had up for receiving stolen goods . . .


    ‘I don’t buy this kind of stuff,’ I said coldly. ‘It’s not the sort of stuff I sell. I only deal in big stuff, furniture . . .’


    ‘And model boats . . .’ he said, with a sneer. I realized I was standing on very thin ice; if I offended him, he might shop me anyway. Better buy something off him to shut him up; till I could get down to the Duke of Portland at lunch-­time and complain to Mossy about him. I reckoned Mossy would not approve of this free-­lancing. I reckoned Mossy would skin him alive when he knew. And I knew Mossy was utterly reliable.


    The only thing he had that took my fancy was the silver dressing-­table set. It would look quite nice, set out on one of my dressing-­tables in the shop.


    ‘How much?’ I asked, picking up the mirror and brush. They were twentieth century, but decent. Swags and roses and stuff embossed on the back. Dressing-­table sets don’t change all that much over the years.


    ‘Sixty.’


    I shook my head. ‘Forty. That’s the best I can do.’


    ‘Fifty-­five. ’Sa bargain.’


    ‘Forty,’ I said. You have to be firm, dealing with the incompetent.


    ‘Fifty?’ He was wilting.


    ‘Forty-­five,’ I said, taking out my wad of notes and letting a few flutter loose on my desk. His eyes followed their fall greedily; he licked his lips. The incompetent are always mesmerized by any manifestation of real actual money.


    ‘Worrabout the rest?’


    ‘Get Mossy to recommend a real fence.’ His eyes flickered nervously, and he bundled the stuff back into the box and went without a word. Another worried man . . .


    Then I forgot about him, as four students lurched into the yard, two of them walking carefully backwards, carrying something very large and very slippery. Followed by Hermione, grinning like a Cheshire cat.


    ‘It’s got to be a thousand-­pound bomb,’ I shouted. ‘How kind. How did you know it was my birthday?’


    ‘Wait till you see.’


    ‘You’ll have to hose it down in the yard. It’s too big for my sinks.’


    ‘It’s too big for you, full stop, Morgan!’ I’d never seen her so triumphant. ‘We got it out of the deep mud in the middle. I knew we’d find the best stuff there. Nearer the shore, they’d have rescued it somehow. It must have broken their hearts.’


    I could tell it was a ship, from the two tall broken masts that trailed out of the slime. Four funnels too, by the look of it. And all of four feet long. I got the pressure-­hose myself.


    ‘Careful,’ she said. ‘You’re dealing with real money here.’


    I put the pressure on, and cut at the slime with the jet.


    Four tall thin brass funnels, black with verdigris. German tin plate is all very well, but real model-­builders liked their brass. I lanced the jet downwards, and the white elaborate bridge of an ocean liner peeped out. Glass still in the windows, and a mass of detail, little steering-­wheel and engine-­room telegraphs. Then, as I swept the hose back, a row of white lifeboats in authentic working davits, a row of bulging brass ventilators. Finally, the name on the stern: Olympic.


    ‘Sister ship of the Titanic,’ said Hermione. ‘Only she never got famous because she never sank.’


    I cleared the rear hatch then; reached down and eased back the little brass hooks and pulled it gently off. As the jet reached inside, slime boiled out like an erupting volcano.


    ‘Look at those engines,’ said James in an awed tone. ‘Scale-model triple-­expansion engines. And that boiler, pressure gauges . . . There’s a maker’s name-­plate . . . Ross and Makepeace again.’


    ‘What Bassett-­Lowke were to model railways,’ said Hermione, ‘Ross and Makepeace were to model ships. Make anything for anybody, if you had the money. Retired admirals . . . heads of shipping lines . . . Samuel Cunard . . .’


    ‘Rich men’s toys,’ I said. ‘Not children’s toys.’


    ‘Oh no, Morgan,’ said Hermione, in a very offensive voice. ‘You’re not getting your hands on this.’


    ‘I only meant . . .’


    ‘I know what you meant. If this is sold, the money’s going to the museum. And I’m not giving you any commission, either.’


    ‘I see. You want to use my workshop like you own it, but when it comes to something really valuable . . .’


    Suddenly we were yelling at each other. Really screaming. Everyone else stared at us in increasing embarrassment.


    She dropped her head and shook it savagely, as if she was trying to shake every idea she had out of it. Then she looked up and said with an effort, ‘Sorry. I’m being unreasonable.’


    I said, matching her sudden calm, ‘I’ll just get it hosed down completely, then get it inside and get the driers on to it.’


    ‘Thank you,’ she said, almost humbly. But I could still sense the rage smouldering inside her.


    And inside me, too.


    But she turned up that evening, with a bottle of bubbly. And the rage was gone.


    ‘Sorry, Morgan!’ The look on her face, I couldn’t help forgiving her. And she looked so lovely.


    ‘Come to gloat over your gorgeous find?’ I asked, reaching for my keys.


    ‘No,’ she said quite sharply. ‘We’d probably only start quarrelling over it again. I’ve had enough quarrelling for one day.’


    ‘Come into my roof-­garden, Maude!’


    We sat out in the cool, at peace with each other. Finally she said, ‘It’s not yours, and it’s not mine. It still belongs to the family it was made for. Some of them may still be alive.’


    ‘By the laws of marine salvage, they have the right to it, but they, or their insurance company, will have to pay you full current value . . .’


    ‘Or what it cost in . . . when do you think it was made, Morgan?’


    ‘About 1913, I reckon. I expect people liked to be in the fashion, with the new ship – the real Olympic, I mean. And I should think certainly before the Great War – surely a firm like Ross and Makepeace would be put on to munitions . . .’


    ‘I don’t know. Privilege dies hard . . . we don’t know very much at all, do we Morgan? We don’t even know for sure that a park lake counts for the laws of marine salvage. Or even whether it applies to scale models. Anyway, how do we trace the owners? Notice in The Times?’


    ‘Perhaps through the makers . . .’


    ‘They must have been gone for donkey’s years. I never heard of them, even as a girl.’


    ‘I don’t know . . . some firms survive. You remember that awful fighter-­plane in the Second World War – the Boulton Paul Defiant? Well, the firm of Boulton and Paul still exists – they make metal buildings for farmers . . .’


    ‘As long as I don’t have to fly in them . . .’


    ‘No, seriously. You remember the Mitsubishi Zero fighter that gave us so much trouble in the War – same Mitsubishi that makes cars now. There was a Messerschmitt bubble car in the Fifties – I even came across a Heinkel electric gas lighter the other day.’


    ‘Have you got a phone book?’ she asked, without much hope.


    ‘Your every wish is my command,’ I said gallantly, handing it to her.


    ‘R . . . RO . . . ROSS. Yes, it’s here!’ Her voice rose to a squeak of excitement. ‘Ross and Makepeace, scientific instruments. Morgan, Morgan, let’s ring them up, first thing tomorrow!’


    But first thing in the morning, I had the Silver Man. I mean, I think his name was Bibby, or Biddle, or something, but all the dealers I knew just called him the Silver Man. He was not, of course, at all silver in colour. A more ordinary bloke you never saw. Tallish, thinnish, bit of a paunch, bald head, small black moustache, and hardly a word out of him, ever. But he came round every week or so, looking in all the antique shops for silver and silver plate, nothing else. A man in a hurry. He would be in and out of your shop in less than five minutes. If he wanted something you had, he’d simply put it on your desk and start counting out the money. He never asked for anything off the price; he simply assumed he would get a ten per cent discount on anything, and of course he got it. He was the only dealer I knew who never stopped to ask how trade was, or moan about it, like every other dealer does. A real hardworking pro; no time for gossip. Somebody told me he lived near Birmingham and covered the whole country once a month. Somebody else said he worked from home; no shop; he shipped everything off to America or the Continent. They said he was worth a bomb; but he always wore the same grey trousers and grey anorak, just this side of respectable.


    Now he was studying the dressing-­table set, holding it against the light from the window and squinting.


    ‘Quite a nice bit of stuff, that,’ I said. ‘It’s just come in.’


    I think he grunted something that might have been ‘Belgian’. Then he was dropping the notes on my desk. Then he was gone. I breathed a sigh of relief. It was out of my shop and I felt a bit cleaner and happier. And if the police did turn up, what could I tell them? I hadn’t a clue where he lived. Within a week, it’d be gone to America. Out of sight, out of mind. I counted out the sixty pounds in notes he’d left me, and wondered how much he’d get for it, and whether it had been better than I’d thought. But it was a good quick profit of a third, and since it wasn’t yet in my stockbook, that took care of any tax and VAT . . . the morning seemed brighter, a little.


    Then Hermione sailed in, smiling too.


    ‘There’s still a Mr Makepeace, and he thinks he can help us,’ she said. ‘We’ve got an appointment with him at ten. Want to go and polish your shoes and get respectable?’


    ‘Polish rots the leather,’ I said. ‘And who’s going to look after my shop? I’ve got a living to make.’


    ‘C’mon, Morgan, where’s your sense of adventure? It’s me that’s taking the risk. I’ve left Rory in charge. They’ll probably dig up the Queen Mary today, and drop it under a bus.’


    It didn’t take long. Ross and Makepeace were in one of those dreadfully boring new factories off the A4, near Slough. We parked in a yard full of containers, Portakabins and dumps of crushed white polystyrene. The entrance was chic, huge red pipes and black Formica, but the other three sides were duller than a cardboard box outside a supermarket. I just knew we weren’t going to find anything. We were led through a long workshop full of women in spotless white overalls doing things to lines of matt-­black metal boxes. Rows of pale green or red futuristic numbers glowed at us from LCD displays, like the eyes of mad electronic rats.


    Mr Makepeace went with his works. He switched on his smile like an LCD display, and shook our hands, ladies first. He must have been over sixty, but you could just tell he played squash three times a week, and had his cholesterol level checked once a month.


    Once we had sat down, he announced, ‘I know nothing about this model ship business at all,’ and beamed at us through his outsize metal-­rimmed spectacles. I mean, what do you say to that?


    But the next moment, with another electronic beam, he relented and said, ‘It’s my father you want. I’m afraid Father and I don’t see eye to eye about anything. But since he’s still the principal shareholder in the firm, he has his little way. Or at least, he goes his way and the firm goes mine.’ He nodded across his large office, to where there was a door. A door like nothing else in that stainless steel and glass place. It was a very large door, a Georgian door, in dark-­red highly-­polished mahogany.


    And I was pleased also to see a slight tinge of nervousness in that superior stainless smile.


    We rose, and knocked on that door gently, and a voice boomed, ‘Come,’ and we went into what seemed at first total darkness.


    Except there was a coal fire burning, in a glorious heavy oak fireplace; and a couple of old brass and green glass desk-lights switched on, on a huge leathertopped desk. There were modern windows, but they were so heavily curtained with red velvet drapes, and the room was so full of cigarette-­smoke that the light they gave was dim. The heat in the room was horrific.


    A very old man rose slowly to his feet and held out a huge hand. For he was a huge old man, made even bulkier by a Harris-­tweed suit. His newly-­washed silver hair fell across a tall forehead in a glorious wave. His features were craggy; only the deep setting of his eyes spoke of age.


    ‘Mr Morgan and Ms Studdart? I suppose you like being called Ms? All this modern stuff and nonsense! Sit ye down, sit ye down!’


    We settled in comfortably upholstered 1920s deskchairs.


    ‘Now, what can I do for you?’ He lit another cigarette from the stub of the last, with vigorous puffs.


    Very carefully, Hermione explained about our find.


    ‘Olympic? Serial number 10167? Never thought to hear of her again. We only made one, you know. Heard she went to the bottom with all hands, on the Wheatstone Pond! Run down by some young fool in a rowing-­boat . . . Wasn’t looking where he was going, eh?’ He went into a paroxysm of coughing, ending up by disposing of something into a huge white handkerchief in a very business-­like way.


    Then he said, ‘You want to sell her, of course? We’ll give you a fair market price for her. Just glad to get her back, after all these years.’ He gave a gesture with a huge hand, and suddenly I saw what was on the walls.


    Huge glass cases. Huge model ships inside.


    ‘Thirteen thousand models we made in all. In nearly a hundred years. Not bad going, eh? The First War half killed us, and the Second War finished us off. No money to pay for quality after that – the Americans bled this country dry, you know. Bled us dry. Didn’t start Lease-­Lend till we were flat stoney broke. Now all we make is damned black boxes. Thirteen thousand models, and in a lifetime I’ve got back twenty-­seven of them. Where’s the rest, eh, eh? Tell me that. One comes up at Christie’s, from time to time . . . we always get them, in the end. Getting very pricey, though, now. No craftsmanship left in the world, you see.’


    Hermione asked who the Olympic had belonged to.


    ‘I’ve looked it up in the records. Chap called Hutchinson – Samuel Hutchinson. Thirty-­nine Belvoir Road, Wheatstone. Called his house ‘Nevsky Villa’ for some reason best known to himself. Lot of stuff and nonsense! Nevsky Villa indeed! He was a member of the Neptune Yacht Club, of course. Steam section. We made a lot of ships for the Neptune. Bigger and better all the time. Had to do each other down, you see. Great rivalry. Expense no object. Far more money than sense, really. Still, we did well out of it. Here they are, damned idiots.’


    He passed across a large group photograph. By the Wheatstone Pond (you could tell it by the stone kerbing) a row of trestle-­tables had been laid out. Upon them, rows of huge, magnificent steam models. The Olympic, in all the glory of shining, brass funnels, was among them. There was an even bigger model of a steam-­yacht, with a single huge brass funnel. And a model of the Dreadnought battleship, and a Mississippi paddle-­steamer, tugs, trawlers, cargo-­steamers.


    Behind this, a row of solemn-­faced schoolboys, each with a huge floppy cap on his head, with a button on top, and his small hand on one particular model. And behind each boy, a portly father, moustached or bearded, bewaistcoated, bewatch-chained. Full of civic pomp. On a small blackboard below had been chalked:


    Neptune Yacht Club, Steam Section, 1913


    ‘That was almost the last photograph they had taken. Just before the blood-­letting started in France. We did a lot of work for the sailing section, too. More sense to that. They raced each other – new modifications every year, to sail faster. But the steam section was pure showing off. Couldn’t even race the things properly . . . Now that model of the Dreadnought we do have. Made a dozen of those . . .’


    Two hours later, our heads spinning with technical detail, and our lungs fuzzy with fag-­smoke, we took our leave and departed, with profuse thanks.


    ‘Come again, any time. You’ll find me here. Nowhere else to go to. World’s full of damned young women, constantly nagging me about smoking. As if it would make any difference at my age . . .’


    ‘Samuel Hutchinson, 39 Belvoir Road,’ said Hermione thought­fully, as we walked back to the car.


    I thought about Abbeywalk being in Belvoir Road as well: but guilty feelings kept me silent.


    ‘Eighty years ago,’ I said. ‘World’s full of Hutchinsons, I’ll bet.’


    ‘I’ll put adverts in. The Times and Telegraph personal columns. It might do some good.’


    ‘He was ready to do a deal with you on the spot; twelve thousand quid. He wouldn’t have asked any questions . . .’


    ‘Unlike you, Morgan, I happen to have a conscience.’


    We had lunch at a pub I know, on the way home. Gave us time to get over Mr Makepeace; try to work out how old he was.


    ‘He was away at school before the First World War,’ I said to Hermione. ‘That makes him at least eighty-­two.’


    ‘And the rest. Still got all his marbles, though.’


    ‘An old stag at bay. I liked that. They won’t shove him into any old people’s home . . .’


    ‘Probably end up running it, if they did. Didn’t like the son much . . .’


    ‘The son’s made of plastic and the father’s made of oak.’


    ‘Why, Morgan, you have got a poetic soul after all! When money’s not involved.’


    We drove home in a high good humour. Innocent lambs to the slaughter.


    The smell hit us, as soon as we arrived home and opened the car doors. It seemed ten times worse. Really evil.


    ‘Look at the stuff they’re pumping out now. They must be very near the end . . .’


    The gutters were clogged with black slime. Fresh waves moved downhill like treacle, then gave up moving, leaving a fresh layer. It was more like lava from a volcano than water. Holding our noses, we walked round to the workshop. It seemed abnormally quiet.


    ‘Hallo?’ I called.


    There was a feeble greeting from the back, and none other than Lenny emerged from behind a row of wardrobes, with a clean yellow duster and a tin of polish in his hands. How often had I told him not to put on polish with clean yellow dusters? I buy rags for that.


    ‘Oh, so you’ve come back, then?’


    He shuffled, eyes on the ground. He didn’t look at all well, all pale and sweaty, so I didn’t nag him.


    ‘Where’s James? And Sam?’ Turn your back for five minutes and the idle sods are costing you wages for nothing . . .


    ‘Gone up to the Pond. They came and said there was something else. In the middle . . .’


    ‘I’ll give them “in the middle” . . .’


    But Hermione said, ‘We’d better get up there, Jeff.’


    Something was up indeed. Every available ladder led out to the very lip of the deep part, where the firemen were still pumping. There, a veritable island of wooden pallets had been built, and there were about fifteen people standing on it.


    ‘For God’s sake,’ said Hermione, ‘they’ve built it too close. If it starts to slip into the deep part . . .’ We began hurrying along the ladders.


    ‘What the hell’s going on?’ shouted Hermione as she arrived. ‘Rory?’


    Rory emerged from the huddle, wearing only bathing-trunks, with a rope round his waist.


    ‘Something big down there.’ He pointed.


    The edges of what I shall always think of as the pit sloped down at an angle of about forty degrees on all sides. It must have been a hundred feet across, and about thirty feet deep. The bottom was still full of black water, with the armoured hoses of the fire brigade dropping down into it, and pulsing, as the pumping went on. It all looked about as safe as a warm jelly on a plate; a nasty black jelly nobody would ever want to eat. But there was something down there on the edge of the water, and it was big; about as big as a man. Or a coffin. As we craned over to look, the island of pallets trembled.


    ‘Everybody off,’ said Hermione decisively. ‘Except Rory. Go on. Move!’


    Reluctantly, people began retreating along the ladders, taking two coils of rope with them. It felt a lot safer, once they’d gone. But they were damned reluctant to go. Every face was avid, cheated, angry.


    ‘What the hell are you up to, Rory?’


    ‘Going down. On a rope. Tie the other rope round that thing. Haul it up.’ He could hardly get the words out; he was beside himself with the same mad avid excitement.


    Hermione pondered; looked at the slope of slime. How stable was it? She picked up a long pole somebody had left, and poked at it. Again, the island of pallets trembled, and I was sure she would call the whole crazy scheme off. But, somehow, the excitement seemed to be seeping into her too, now.


    Still, she took her time; consulted the leading fireman from the fire brigade; had more ropes fetched. In the end, we all had ropes round our waists: her, me, and two round Rory. And they all led back to little teams of students, safely aground on the dried-­out parts of the mud. I still thought what we were doing was mad; but somehow I no longer cared. I suppose the excitement was undermining my common sense too . . .


    ‘Right,’ she said at last. ‘Down you go, then. And be careful.’


    Careful? He stepped cautiously off the island, and immediately the slime sucked him in almost to the top of his thighs. And began to move down the slope with him.


    We made frantic hand-­signals, and the teams hauled on his ropes. I thanked God as he was pulled clear, as a black treacly avalanche slowly oozed to the bottom of the pit, half burying the long object.


    ‘That’ll do,’ said Hermione, very finally. ‘Whatever it is, it’s not worth risking your life for!’


    But Rory, far from being scared, was pointing and jabbering, a comic figure, top-­half pale white, bottom-­half greeny black.


    ‘Bricks, look. Bricks!’


    And he was right. Now the avalanche of ooze had fallen, a slope of old brickwork was visible. Glistening under blackness, but still solid brickwork. Some sort of sump or drainhole, put in before the Pond was first flooded.


    ‘It’s safe now!’ yelled Rory. ‘A good foothold all the way down.’


    It was a long time before Hermione said anything. She was biting at her lips with anxiety. Impatient shouts came echoing at her from the gangs on the dried mud. I think if they hadn’t shouted at her, she might have said no, and everything would have been different. So very, very different.


    But in the end she nodded and said, ‘One more try.’


    He climbed down the slope of brick backwards, looking up at us from time to time, digging his toes into the cracks like a mountaineer. He reached the bottom without mishap, and waded thigh-­deep into the slime again, to reach the object. It was a nasty moment. But he sank no deeper once it had reached his waist. After what seemed an eternity of fiddling about, he managed to get one of the ropes round it. I remember he shouted up at us, ‘It is a boat.’


    We signalled, and they began to haul on the rope he’d got round the boat. Slowly, easing the rope as it inched across the pallets, we began to pull it up the bricks. All our eyes were on it as it boomed out metallically every time it banged on the bricks. The slime was wearing off it; soon the bricks would be doing damage to it . . .


    At last, it came up over the lip of the pit; over the edge of the pallets. That was a nasty moment, because the pallets began to slide towards the pit. Then stopped.


    I don’t know what made me glance down at Rory then; but something did.


    The slime had risen up to his chest, and he hadn’t even noticed himself . . .


    I yelled a warning, and watched him vanish another inch . . .


    There was some misunderstanding among the gangs holding the ends of the ropes. It was the ones holding the end of Hermione’s rope who pulled; she was dragged over and back across the mud.


    The raft of pallets slid down a little more. It was poised directly above poor Rory’s upturned face. Another second it would slide in and bury him.


    I felt the rope tighten round my own waist. Fools, fools! I clung on to the pallets, and that stopped them sliding for a moment.


    And then, thank God, they were pulling on the correct rope; I saw it tighten.


    Hermione came back across the pallets; they trembled and began to slide yet again.


    But, slowly, the rope round Rory was working. Four inches of his chest reappeared, black with slime . . . then another four inches. But one pallet broke loose and went tumbling down on top of him; he put up his arms to protect himself, but it hit him a nasty thud, and then he was no longer looking up at us, but lolling head-­down, under the bulk of the pallet.


    ‘Heave! Heave!’ Hermione was screeching now.


    Nothing seemed to happen for a long time, and then suddenly the pallet reared up on end and fell away from Rory, and I saw he was out of the mud as far as his thighs. But still inert, unconscious, and worse, face-­down.


    Another heave, and he was out of it to his knees. But the slimy bricks were scraping at his unprotected face.


    ‘My rope – slack off – slowly,’ shouted Hermione. And then she was clawing her way down the bricks.


    It was the bravest thing I ever saw. I could not have done it in a million years.


    As she went, the pallets moved uneasily a fourth time.


    But she reached him in the end. I saw her pale face contort with effort, as she slowly, agonizingly, slipping herself all the time, turned him over on to his back.


    Then it was me shouting, ‘Heave, heave!’


    Half-­way up, his rope caught between two pallets. Frantically I kicked at them to free it. And all the time the pallets slid and trembled.


    Then, of their own accord, nothing to do with me, the pallets shifted again, and his rope was free.


    ‘Heave, heave!’ I noticed the brawny firemen were running across the dry mud to join in now.


    We got them up at last, Rory’s face was a ghastly mask of slime and blood, slowly drying and cracking. But Hermione bent to him and said, ‘He’s still breathing.’


    I felt the island of pallets give a last ominous shift.


    ‘Look out. It’s going.’


    Then we were off them and wading through knee-­high mud, dragging poor Rory between us.


    Behind, I heard the clatter as the pallets fell to their doom.


    The ambulance had gone with Rory. He was still breathing, and even had his eyes open. And they’d washed the mud and blood off his face, and said he wasn’t bleeding seriously anywhere, but perhaps there might be internal injuries. He certainly wasn’t saying anything to anybody; just giving convulsive shivers.


    Of the pallets which had been on the edge of the pit, there was no sign. Gone under the mud. And the outermost of our ladders had gone with them, too.


    But something still lay, large and bulky, on the edge of the pit. The model ship that Rory had nearly lost his life for. It was still on the end of the last rope; the rope had saved it. We all stared at it, with very mixed feelings. I think, left to myself, I would have left it there. But one of the students said, ‘We might as well have it. Rory will want to see it, when he comes out of hospital.’


    ‘C’mon, lads, one last heave-­ho for good old Rory.’


    Two of them approached it along the ladders, very cautiously. They guided it with their outstretched hands, while the rest of us pulled. Then, when it finally reached the dried-­out mud, six of them went out, put it on their shoulders, and carried it to shore.


    Was it only me that thought they looked like pallbearers with a coffin?


    But of course, close-­to, it was nothing like a coffin. Coffins don’t have single masts at the front, and propellers at the stern. Keep hold of your sick imagination, Morgan!


    And so they carried it into my workshop and laid it on two trestles. And then discovered it was nearly six o’clock and as somebody said wryly, ‘Doesn’t time pass quickly when you’re enjoying yourself?’


    So they all dispersed, longing for showers, and vowing to ring up the hospital to find out how good old Rory was. Left alone, I gave the thing one look and shivered. I locked up, saying it could wait till I’d had a good night’s sleep.


    I did not have a good night’s sleep. I had nightmares, and wakened sweating a dozen times.


    But, oddly, not nightmares about mud or death, or poor old Rory choking under the slime.


    No: nightmares about Hermione Studdart, who I was pursuing through a dark wood.


    Hermione Studdart, who I was going to rape. And kill.


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 8


    I was a long time getting up next morning. I went and got a mug of coffee and smoked several fags, sitting on my bed and rubbing my eyes and scratching my head and surveying parts of my body I was not very satisfied with, in the hopeless hope that they had mysteriously improved overnight. The nightmares were very hard to shake off. They shocked me, and horrified me, and yet I kept on coming back to them, like your tongue does to the gap when you’ve had a tooth out. I mean, I’d never even considered rape, in all my life. I like women. And I’ve always thought that what is not freely given by them is of no value anyway. Seducers are not usually rapists; different breed. And yet the feminists say all men are rapists at heart . . .


    Finally I came to the conclusion that if I didn’t make a real effort to get moving, I’d sit there all day. Normally I find that each thing I do, washing, shaving, even putting on my wristwatch, jerks me a little nearer to coping with the day. But not that morning. The temptingly terrified fleeing ghost of Hermione was with me in the bathroom, over breakfast . . .


    Oh, for God’s sake get among some real people, Morgan!


    I decided to drop in to the Duke of Portland. It was always rather nice and quiet, before the pre-­lunch mob dropped in. I’d buy an Observer on the way and . . .


    Mossy Hughes saw me the moment I poked my head round the swing-­door.


    ‘Mr Morgan. What you havin’? Guinness Bitter, innit?’ He smiled, pleased with himself for remembering. Fetched the two pints to a sunlit corner-­table.


    ‘Can’t beat Sunday, can you, Mr Morgan? Day o’ rest. Good enough for Gawd, good enough for me, is what I say.’


    ‘Very true, Mossy,’ I said, as solemnly as if I was in church. While the ghost of Hermione Studdart shrank back in pleading terror as her blouse tore beneath my hand. Still, it was fading now, thank God. Another five minutes, I’d be rid of it. I hoped I could keep my conversation sensible until then.


    ‘You get that boat OK, Mr Morgan?’


    ‘Yes . . . thanks. He brought me two more from the same place. A tug and a lightship. They must have belonged to Tony Tanner too. I gave him a fair price . . .’


    ‘Oh, he did, did he? Just forgot to tell me about it! I’ll have a word wi’ that young man! He’s a bit too fond of making a bit on the side!’


    ‘Well . . .’ I hesitated. I did not want to make trouble, but . . .


    ‘Been up to something else, has he?’


    I told him about the tat.


    ‘You didn’t take anything off him?’ Mossy’s concerned face peered into mine.


    I told him about the dressing-­table set. His forehead creased into its usual frowns. ‘How much you give him?’ Then he got to his feet and said, ‘I’ll have a word wi’ that young man,’ and went straight off to the phone booth in the entrance-­hall. Then he came back and said, ‘He’s coming round now, tout de suite. I’m going to have to sort him out afore he gets into real trouble.’


    Then he drew heavily on his pint and said, ‘The young’s a great problem, these days, Mr Morgan. The old rules don’t mean nothing to them. I give him a straight simple job to do, but can he do it? No, he has to have ideas of his own. If it wasn’t for his mother’s sake, I’d have kicked him out years ago. He’ll be the end of me. But his mother won’t hear a word agin him.’


    I just drew on my own pint with a sage nod. Mossy’s relationships I did not wish to go into . . .


    Finally, the youth came in, saw us and threw himself into a chair at our table, with a look of sullen nervousness on his face that made me want to kick him.


    ‘A tugboat an’ a lightship,’ said Mossy heavily. ‘Thanks for telling me, Spud.’ The youth gave me a look of frank dislike, but otherwise said nothing.


    ‘And I hear you’ve been bothering Mr Morgan here with some of your own rubbish.’


    ‘Weren’t rubbish.’


    ‘Let me tell you something, son. Mr Morgan here’s a friend of mine. A good friend. An’ I don’t want my friends bothered. Right? Now where’d you get that stuff? Police looking for it?’


    ‘Nah,’ said the youth. ‘Came from the same place, dinnit? Them old suitcases. Went back after and had a look in them. Weren’t much . . .’


    Mossy relaxed. ‘That’s all right then. It’s not dodgy, Mr Morgan. It won’t cause you no trouble.’


    But, on the contrary, a vague unease was niggling at the back of my mind. ‘That suitcase you got the dressing-­table set from . . . what else was in it?’


    ‘Just some tart’s stuff. Ponged horrible. Foreign tart.’


    ‘Why do you say foreign?’


    ‘There were some letters . . . mebbe in French. Not in English, anyway. French . . . French letters!’ He grinned, as if he had made some superb joke. Nobody except him found it funny.


    ‘What else?’


    ‘Oh, bras an’ stuff. A couple of books in French. And some kid’s stuff . . .’


    ‘Like what?’


    ‘Oh, bootees, little cardigans.’


    The skin over my spine crept. Right there, in that warm sunny pub, I came out in goose-­pimples.


    Mossy gave me a worried look. ‘Was she a friend of yours, Mr Morgan?’ Oh, how many relationships can the word ‘friend’ cover?


    ‘No,’ I said. ‘But I’d like to have a look in that suitcase sometime.’


    Mossy jerked his head at the youth. ‘You heard what Mr Morgan said . . .’


    ‘What, now? In broad daylight?’


    ‘For Gawd’s sake,’ said Mossy. ‘Shove on a long brown coat. Hold a clipboard in yer hand. Tell anybody who asks you’re from the council investigating a complaint about rats . . . use yer bloody loaf. Go on, get moving. We haven’t got all bloody day. And fer Gawd’s sake bring the right bloody suitcase.’


    I glanced around the public bar nervously. But no one was taking a blind bit of notice of us. All too busy talking, swanking about the next car they were going to buy. Or how they were going to make a killing, once business improved . . . still, it was an uneasy half-­hour, before the youth came back and jerked his head towards the door.


    ‘In the back of the van.’


    ‘Let’s go then.’


    We left one of the back doors of the tattered van half open, for light. I knelt and undid a leather strap. The two heavy brass catches on the suitcase thumped back against the leather with reports like a gun going off. Mossy’s eyes watched me, in the gloom. Curious, genuinely worried for me and yet . . . discreet.


    The odour of woman’s stuff was still strong, but gone sour, stale. Among the rumpled female garments, something glass showed. I pulled it out.


    A baby’s feeding-­bottle. Unwashed. Still with some pale green sediment in the bottom. And there were the little bootees, grubby, unwashed. Some bits of white terry-­towelling, that on closer examination turned out to be nappies. A dried-out bottle of gripe-­water.


    Books. Paperbacks that I could see at a glance were French. With lurid covers that showed women oddly dated in their clothing. A cheap copy of La Recherche du Temps Perdu, Thérèse Raquin . . .


    Then a tiny, dark book with hard-­bound covers, but no title. I flicked open the pages. A small diary, with a week to two pages, covered in tiny writing, full of what seemed to be abbreviations. It didn’t matter, I couldn’t read French anyway. Gave it up in the third year and did art instead.


    And then the letters; on cheap paper, in cheap envelopes, that didn’t look English. All addressed in a big sprawling hand that was not the hand that had written the diary. And all addressed to the same address:


    Mlle Annette le Feuvre


    19 Neville Road


    Golders Green


    Londres


    Angleterre


    A foreign unmarried mother. And the dates on the envelopes were ten years old. And the postmark was ‘Liège’.


    Belgian. Like the dressing-­table set.


    Like the crucifix inside the tiny coffin. Again, in my mind’s eye, the tiny skull peered out at me.


    ‘Dodgy, Mr Morgan?’


    I gave a warning sideways glance at the boy, who was squatting, idly picking his nose.


    ‘Go an’ get me a packet o’ fags, Spud!’


    With ill grace, the youth leapt out of the van. He knew he was being got rid of, and resented it. We listened while his footsteps faded.


    ‘Very dodgy, Mossy,’ I said. ‘When we were searching the Pond, we turned up a baby’s body . . .’


    He nodded. ‘Murdered. Black magic ritual or something. I heard some talk about that.’


    ‘There was a crucifix with the body. The police found out it was Belgian. That dressing-­table set he sold me – that was Belgian as well. And this girl’s a Belgian unmarried mum . . .’


    He shuddered. ‘Christ, it’s a bloody shitty world, innit? What yer going to do, Mr Morgan?’


    I began doing up the suitcase. ‘I don’t know yet. I think I’d better talk to a friend of mine.’


    Of course, the friend was Hermione Studdart. I rang her from the pub. She sounded bright and quite friendly. She said, ‘You wondering about Rory? I rang the hospital. He’s going to be OK. His face will be a bit of a mess for a while. And they say he’s still in shock. I had a long chat with the sister. She was nice.’


    ‘Something else has come up.’


    ‘What?’


    ‘Rather not say, over the phone . . .’


    ‘I’ll come round . . .’


    I felt a sudden irrational reluctance to go home. Maybe it was shame. Maybe I didn’t want the real Hermione waltzing through my dreams of rape. ‘D’you mind if I come to you?’


    ‘That serious, is it? Or do you want an excuse to case my joint?’ Her voice was still friendly, playful. ‘Oh, well, come round if you must. I suppose I can rustle up some coffee. D’you know where I am? It’s just off Kensington Church Street; a mews . . . Oh, you brought me home once.’


    A nice Georgian mews. And she hadn’t wasted space on a garage; her battered Metro lived on the cobbles, and where the stable had been there was a gracious little sitting-­room, with cast-­iron spiral stairs leading up out of it. She had some nice bits of furniture; a Georgian bureau, two spindle-­backed armchairs with the pukka curved stretchers . . .


    ‘Don’t you dare make me an offer! It’s all family heirlooms.’ She looked cool, relaxed, casual and elegant in dark green slacks and a loose green top. She glanced at the big suitcase in my hand. ‘I asked you for coffee – I trust you’re not thinking of moving in?’


    How could I ever have even dreamt of raping someone so nice, so civilized, so friendly? And yet, as I put down the suitcase, dark shadows drifted across my mind. And when I opened the suitcase, they got worse, not better.


    She knelt beside it, and wrinkled her straight elegant nose.


    ‘You’re going down-­market like an express train, Morgan.’ Then she picked up the bootees with one hand, and one of the letters with the other, pondered for a second, then said, with a face full of distress, ‘The baby in the Pond.’


    I mean, she was that quick, that intelligent. She added sadly, ‘We’ve had two more little skeletons. But nothing like that. Just ordinary dumpings, over the years. But it’s very sad, isn’t it?’ Somehow, the way she said it, I knew she was thinking that she was over thirty, and without a bloke, let alone a baby, in sight. They have it a bit rough, on the quiet, these modern career women. But how could I empathize with her so, with those evil rags of dreams still drifting through my mind?


    She spread the girl’s pathetic belongings around her hearth­rug, gently trying to smooth out the crumplings. Her respect for them began to rebuild a whole human life before my eyes. Gay floral blouses, a white suspender-­belt . . . a young and sexy girl, she must have been.


    ‘The letters are in French,’ I said lamely. ‘And there’s a diary . . . my French is hopeless. I thought you . . .’


    She nodded, and opened a letter.


    ‘Ma Chère Annette . . . my dear Annette . . . once again I urge you to come home. Your father . . . has had a change of heart. He is no longer . . . angry. He misses you. I have found a family . . . a good and loving family . . . who will take the baby. They live quite near . . . twenty kilometres . . . you could go and see the child each weekend . . . they are not jealous people. It is so foolish of you . . . to imagine you can make a living in a foreign country, with the burden of a child. I urge you to reconsider . . .’


    Hermione looked across at me. ‘Not much doubt what happened there . . .’


    ‘So why . . . kill the child?’


    She took up the little diary, squinting at it, putting one finger to the outer corner of her right eye, to stretch it and help her vision. ‘Oh, God, this is hopeless. It’s as if it was written by a demented ant. And it’s more than half abbreviations . . . I can’t do anything with this, Morgan.’


    She turned to the last page. ‘Oh, this last bit’s bigger and clearer. It says, “They shall have me, but they shall not have him.” Was that . . . what we found . . . a boy, Morgan?’


    ‘Crittenden said they reckoned it was.’


    We were both silent a long time, while she fingered and re­arranged the crumpled clothing, as if in a vain desire to help.


    Finally, I blurted out, ‘What d’you reckon made her do it?’


    ‘How the hell would I know?’ Suddenly her face was the harsh ill-­tempered face she could show on site, when things were going badly.


    Then she seemed to get a grip on herself; and said more gently, almost apologetically, ‘Childbirth does strange things to women, Morgan. Sometimes they get very depressed after it. Sometimes they do feel like murdering their babies . . . the strain of looking after them gets too much, and yet they can’t bear to hand them over to anybody else. And don’t forget she was alone. And probably had no job . . . money running out . . . disapproved of at home. She must have been under a hell of a strain. Under the law, it’s called “infanticide”, not “murder”. The penalties are far less severe; even the law sort of understands.’


    She shook her head, as if to shake slow, bad thoughts out of it. Then turned to me and said, ‘What are you going to do – with this stuff?’


    ‘God knows. I can hardly take it to Crittenden and say, “a clue has turned up to your murder as a result of a burglary.” ’


    ‘No, I can see you’ve made difficulties for yourself, with your dodgy dealing.’ She even managed a slight wry smile that had some affection in it. ‘I suppose . . . it all happened a long time ago. And she wouldn’t make a habit of murdering babies . . . I doubt if she’s a danger to anybody else, wherever she is now, poor thing. I only hope . . . she didn’t do away with herself.’


    That was a new and worrying thought that hadn’t occurred to me.


    ‘I could fish around Crittenden a bit . . . after all, I am entitled to an interest in this case, seeing that we found the . . . body,’ I said.


    ‘Yes, I’d be interested to hear what he tells you. Did her parents ever report Annette as a missing person? Did she ever turn up?’


    Then, quite suddenly and briskly she was packing up the suitcase again. Putting all the dreary frightening thoughts out of her mind. ‘I’ll make you that coffee now. Always as good as their word, the City Toy Museum . . .’


    We felt better after it was packed away. She offered to shove it into her outhouse, for which I was grateful. We felt better still after I’d asked her out to lunch. We got really quite cheerful over lunch. And in Regent’s Park afterwards. Our acquaintanceship, I would have said, really began to prosper. At least she was calling me ‘Jeff’, not ‘Morgan’.


    I rang Crittenden the following morning, early. He’d just come on duty, I think. He kept breaking off to make sarcastic remarks to his subordinates, as they clocked in.


    I started by discussing the vandalism round the site, which had got much less. The kids seemed to be losing interest in us; we had been the usual nine day’s wonder. And then, as he made the noises that indicated he was a busy man, and had other things to do with his life, I mentioned the baby from the Pond.


    ‘I just wondered,’ I said casually, ‘whether you ought to look up Belgian girls in the Missing Persons’ file?’


    ‘We did that days ago.’


    ‘Any luck?’


    ‘There were seventeen, over the three years we covered.’


    ‘Oh!’ I said glumly.


    ‘Mind you, thirteen of those turned up alive, eventually. And one dead. Strangled. But we got the bloke who did it.’


    ‘Three left, then?’


    ‘That’s what my arithmetic makes it.’


    ‘What were their names?’


    He paused, probably to consult his notebook. ‘Helene Rigaude, last heard of in Bromley, Kent. Michelle Janvier, reported to have gone with a dance troupe to the Middle East, God help her. And one Annette le Feuvre, complete with baby. The kid was the right age . . . but she last lived over in Golders Green.’


    I swallowed hard. ‘That one sounds more likely.’


    ‘Why do you say that, Mr Morgan?’ There was a sudden sharkish snatching tone in his voice. Policemen can seem like anybody else, for a long time, and then suddenly you get that sharkish tone.


    ‘Well . . . the kid.’


    ‘Yeah, the kid.’ His tone returned to its ordinary disillusionment. ‘Well, anything turns up, let me know, won’t you? Meanwhile, if you will excuse me, London crime is like the busy noise of London traffic. It never stops, day or night.’


    I heard James’s car pull into the yard soon after that, and knew it was time to get downstairs for the working day. Instead I went to the window and watched James and Sam get out, their hands full of sandwich-­boxes, and copies of the tabloids. Sam went in for the Sun; James for the more righteous Mail. They got into the workshop quickly, because it was beginning to rain, under a dark grey sky. There wouldn’t be much activity at the Pond today, if this weather kept up. And not much in my shop, either. Bad selling weather. Best selling weather is a cold sunny day. People are lured out for a walk, then feel the chill and come into the shop for a warm. I keep a good coal fire; it makes people want to linger. I offer coffee to anybody I know; loosens up their buying-­spirit.


    I had never felt more reluctant to go and face the world. I’d had another night of nightmares; again about raping Hermione. How can you spend a happy day with a woman, and then dream of raping and murdering her? I wondered whether, while I was with her, she dominated me, turned me into a good little boy behaving himself for the nice lady . . . and then, after we had parted, the resentment welled back up to the surface, so I dreamt of rape. It seemed as good an explanation as any.


    And the Belgian girl was also making me broody . . . and the grey sky. Anyway, I got hold of myself, and went downstairs.


    James and Sam were dismantling a grandfather clock I’d sold the previous Friday, to a woman in Hampstead. Sam was going up with it in the van, to set it up for her. If I knew the uneven walls and floors of Hampstead, that would take the whole morning. Sam’s a good worker, but he likes to chat the rich ladies up.


    ‘What you on, James?’ I asked


    ‘That German box-­clock’s stopped again. I gave it a squirt of WD40 on Friday, but it hasn’t done the trick. Only went about four hours, I reckon. I’ll give it an hour in the paraffin bucket and go on from there. And that Dutch chandelier could do with a clean. I like doing brass on a rotten day. Cheers me up.’ He looked at the new model boat from the Pond, with less than enthusiasm. ‘You gonna get that thing hosed down outside? We could do with its room, and without its stink.’


    ‘Young Lenny can do it, when he finally turns up.’


    ‘Here he is now,’ said Sam, ‘looking like a wet Sunday.’


    James gave him a sharp look, for making rude remarks about Sunday. Sam at least pretended to be an atheist; mainly, I guess, to annoy James and to while away many a boring hour with argument.


    I must admit young Lenny looked pretty ghastly; very pale, and jumpy. And very slow to give us a hand with the boat. It was a handful for four, and it didn’t help that the slime on it had dried on the surface, like the top of a cow-­pat, but underneath was still wet and greasy, so that your hands slid on crumpling patches of the dried stuff. It was damned heavy, too; full of silt. Worse, three of us had to stand holding it, while Lenny nipped back for the trestles; and didn’t he take his time?


    ‘Yeuk!’ Sam made a noise of disgust, deep in his throat, flapped his hands to try to shake the slime off them, and dived for the wash-­basin, where he spent about ten minutes washing them. Then he went off, and James spent about ten minutes washing his hands. Was no one going to make a start this morning? But the stuff was unpleasant. It tightened on your skin as it dried, gave the delusion of burning the skin, like paint-­stripper . . . I spent a long time washing in turn, making sure it was out of every crack and crevice . . . I thought it was odd at the time.


    Then I decided to follow James’s example, and polish every bit of brass in my shop. The doorstops in the form of charging hussars were rather fun, every detail of sword and cross-­belts coming up beautifully. But the grain-­measures (set of three) were a boring drag . . .


    Then Lenny darkened the doorway; he seemed to have got himself pretty wet, even though it wasn’t yet raining more than a spot. He would hardly ever wear an apron for a dirty job, like the older men. I supposed he had a daft mother who spent endless hours washing his ragged jeans.


    ‘Done the outside of it,’ he said sullenly.


    ‘So?’ I said, tempted to be nasty in return.


    ‘Thought you would want to see it.’


    ‘Oh, all right!’ Where had all the enthusiasm gone, that had made us gather so avidly round the first little German tinplate cruiser? I suppose you can get sick of handling gold and jewels in the end, if you have enough of them . . .


    It was certainly a fine model ship; a very expensive model ship. A white hull, faintly spotted all over with green algae, six feet long and a foot across. Finely-­fitted deck planking, beautifully-­cast brass handrails, a varnished wooden superstructure, not even beginning to rot, a white bridge, brass ventilators, all dominated by a single fat brass funnel. The glass in the windows was even bevelled, and quite perfect. And there was the brass-­maker’s plate, which I knew must say ‘Ross and Makepeace’ even before I looked at it.


    I turned the six-­inch steering-­wheel on the bridge, and the white rudder swung; I moved the handles of the engine-­room telegraphs. Everything was made to work. Extraordinary.


    So was the engine-­room, under the hatch that Lenny had lifted off at the back. Brass feed-­tanks for the methylated spirit, little pipes leading down to the burners. No chance that this one would catch fire in midvoyage. Little working pressure-gauges, and the miniature triple-­expansion engine was a masterpiece of engineering, in brass, nearly a foot long and a foot high.


    Oh, this was out of this world! The ultimate dream of a model boat! This was one that Christie’s or Sotheby’s would probably send to New York! A hundred thousand dollars? Two hundred thousand? The sky was the limit, once the millionaire yachtsmen got their eyes on it.


    And yet all I felt was a dull hate for the thing. It was too big, too overblown. It wasn’t really a model at all. When things get too big, they cease to be models for me. Like that model of a Cunarder, ten feet long, in Liverpool Museum. You can admire it, but you can’t relate to it. A bloke could have sat on the deck of this thing, and it would have carried him around the lake, with his feet trailing in the water. What made it worse was that the real ship it was copied from couldn’t have been more than sixty foot long, the smallest kind of steam-­yacht. I lost interest, beyond thinking that Hermione was going to make a lot of money. And once I thought of Hermione, those rotten rape-­dreams came back like a dull toothache.


    ‘All right,’ I said, ‘get the front end cleaned out.’ There was a long hatch over the bows, with a glass roof; but you couldn’t see inside what must be the saloon; the glass was all misted.


    ‘Can’t seem to find the catches,’ whined Lenny. ‘Can’t get the top off.’


    ‘Well, look for them.’ I went back to cleaning my brass.


    I was still polishing the last grain-­measure when I heard him start screaming.


    I’d heard screaming like it, once or twice. Once after a road accident, and once when one of my blokes got a faceful of Nitromors because some other fool was messing about. You don’t hang about when you hear that kind of screaming. You run.


    My first feeling was one of relief. Lenny was just standing there, looking down into the boat. He still seemed to have both arms and legs; and eyes. He wasn’t bleeding; he still clutched the hose in one hand, though it was dumping all its water on his already-­sodden shoes and jeans.


    I went up and grabbed him. I suppose to reassure him, and to make him stop. But he didn’t stop. It was as if he was having some kind of fit. What the . . .


    I looked down to where his gaze was immovably fixed. He had the glass hatch on the bows off, and you could look down inside. Again, the inside was beautifully finished. Red upholstered miniature benches, with mahogany locker doors underneath.


    The red upholstery was dark and sodden, as you would have expected.


    The horror was on the upholstery. Three things, huddled together, as if for mutual protection. Tied down by a glistening membrane of gunge.


    Three tiny skeletons, the middle one a bit bigger than the others, still with rags of clothing around them. Skeletons about a foot high, perfect in their tiny, thin detail, like the skeletons of starlings that fall down the chimney when you have the sweep.


    Only these skeletons were undoubtedly human.


    I heard, far off as in a daze, Lenny stop screaming and take to his heels and run from my yard. I never saw him again. One night, much later, his mother rang up to ask for his cards. I asked how he was; but his mother wouldn’t say anything. She couldn’t get off the phone fast enough.


    Now I was aware of heavy breathing on my other side.


    ‘Great God Almighty,’ said James; and it wasn’t a curse, it was a cry for help. Then he said, shakily, ‘They must be plastic . . . but damned clever. Damned accurate . . .’


    ‘When this ship went down,’ I said, ‘plastic hadn’t been invented.’


    ‘Ivory, then. You know what the Chinese can do with ivory.’


    ‘There’s . . . still . . . bits of muscle . . . attached.’ It reminded me of a stripped Sunday chicken you find the following Friday in the back of the fridge. Or the Friday after that.


    And it smelt like it, too. I suddenly turned away, and threw up all over the cobbles of the yard.


    I heard James say, dully, to himself, ‘Monkey-­skeletons. Baby monkeys . . . what a filthy trick. Drowning baby monkeys like that.’


    It sort of made the world all right. Unbearably nasty, yes, but still sane. I turned to look again, with hope. Then I said flatly, ‘They’re not monkeys; I’ve seen plenty of monkey-­skulls. These skulls are too small. The hands and feet are too small for monkeys.’


    ‘What are they then. Human foetuses?’


    ‘Don’t be stupid. Foetuses have huge heads.’


    There was a long silence. Then he said, as if he were defending his beloved faith with his life itself, ‘It’s a trick. A filthy trick. Someone with a mind like a sewer.’ And he turned and stumbled back to the workshop; then I heard him being sick, too.


    Footsteps. Light female footsteps. I desperately tried to get the hatch-­cover back on, but I was blind and fumbling; it caught the brass rail and fell to the cobbles with a sound of breaking glass.


    ‘Jeff, careful,’ said Hermione crossly. Bent down to pick up the hatch, and saw.


    She didn’t scream. She caught herself in time and didn’t scream.


    I’ll always admire her for that.


    We sat in my office, and drank whisky. Normally, I wouldn’t touch whisky with a barge-­pole. I hate the stuff. But in dreadful moments it’s a help. It’s as bitter as death itself; it burns your throat and masks the other pain.


    I drink a lot of whisky at funerals.


    When I say I was drinking whisky, that sounds a bit too elegant. I was holding a full glass with both hands and both hands were shaking, and the whisky was slopping over them. And my lips felt huge and rubbery, and full of subtle little movements out of my control. It was just like when I heard my father had been killed. Only worse.


    ‘It’s a trick,’ said James for the hundredth time. ‘A vile trick.’ I felt like hitting him. Why couldn’t he think of something else to say?


    ‘Jeff,’ said Hermione, in a very small voice, ‘it could be a trick, you know. The Victorians were always pulling tricks. Think about Piltdown Man – what a hoax he was. Human skull, ape’s jaw.’


    Some detached part of my mind insisted she’d got it the wrong way round. That Victorian gent had used an ape’s skull and a human jaw . . . but that little part of myself would never connect with my mouth, would never be heard out loud. It was just a little voice inside my head . . .


    ‘We need experts,’ said Hermione.


    ‘You mean, dial 999?’ I asked, with a burst of black savagery. ‘Get Crittenden round? He’d take one look and sniff, and send the Social Services round for us – to take us to the nearest bin. Crittenden only likes life-­size skeletons, and he doesn’t do an awful lot about those.’


    ‘I think you underestimate Crittenden,’ she said quietly.


    So why did I feel like murdering her?


    ‘Pygmies,’ said James to himself. ‘Young pygmies. Skeletons of young pygmies.’


    ‘Pygmies,’ I snarled, ‘are nearly five feet tall. I’ve seen them on the telly.’


    ‘Them head-­hunters in Borneo. They shrink human heads . . .’


    ‘They take the skull out before they shrink them.’


    ‘Bits of all sorts of animals, put together . . . a rabbit’s thighbone looks like a little human thigh-­bone . . .’


    ‘He’s right, you know, Jeff,’ said Hermione. ‘We could be having hysterics over nothing. We’ve got to get some experts.’


    ‘You want a taxidermist,’ said James. ‘They know bones. Or some doctor as can keep his mouth shut.’


    Somehow, that made me think of Mossy Hughes. I somehow knew he would know a doctor who would keep his mouth shut. Maybe he would know a taxidermist who would keep his mouth shut, too.


    I rang the Duke of Portland and they fetched Mossy straight away. I supposed that now they served pub grub, he must never go home at all.


    ‘What can I do for you, squire? A taxidermist who can keep his mouth shut? You wanna get stuffed, on the quiet?’


    Somehow I could not rise to the occasion.


    ‘An’ a doctor who can keep his mouth shut? That’ll cost ya. What you done, got wounded burgling the Natural History Museum?’ But his voice was worried now. ‘You’re in real trouble, squire, ain’t ya? Can I help? I can come round straight away . . .’


    I thought that, from him, was a very generous offer. And somehow, God knew how, I thought he would be a help. There was an air about Mossy of having done everything and having seen everything. Just the man for a committee discussing the Impossible, the Unbelievable.


    ‘You get them and bring them along, Mossy. We’ll be waiting.’


    After that, there was nothing to do but look out of the window at the steadily falling rain. We had done all we could do. With loathing, the three of us had carried the boat into a separate side-­shed I seldom used. And locked the big padlock on the door. I had rung the house at Hampstead, where Sam was, and sent him on a long round of the clock repairers of the East End, looking for a second-­hand part for a very rare clock. And he could go straight home afterwards.


    It was a sort of dull relief, just to sit and wait.


    We went back to my office, when they’d finished looking. We gave them whisky, too. Only Mossy, stony-­faced, drank his with any sign of pleasure.


    The taxidermist raised a pale elderly face. ‘They’re not the bones of any animal I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen the lot, I think. They’re certainly not monkey-­bones.’


    I put a cheque into his trembling hand, and he went with great relief. I hoped he didn’t have a weak heart. At that age, shocks can be deadly. On the other hand, the elderly, the successful elderly, have a way of defending themselves against shocks.


    When his footsteps had faded, the doctor cleared his throat. I could tell that he, too, was anxious to be gone. It didn’t make me feel any better.


    ‘I think he’s right. They have the feel of human bones.’


    ‘But how can they be human bones?’ I felt my last chance of sanity was slipping away with him.


    ‘I have just one thought – and that’s from reading, not from experience. In the War – the Hamburg bombing – the fire typhoon. Some of the people who died in the shelters, under the intense heat . . . the rescue squads thought that the bodies of adults were the bodies of very young children, they had shrunk so much . . . but I would think in that case the bones would be very brittle – hard to handle and arrange. They would break very easily.’ He got up to go. I reached for my cheque-­book again, but he waved his hand, with a look on his face that I think was pity. ‘No – no payment. It’s not really a criminal matter, though I can see you have a problem. My advice to you is to hand the whole thing – the whole shooting-match – over to the police. Let them deal with it. Let them worry about it. They’ve got the experts; who will no doubt be utterly fascinated. Good night to you. Thanks, I can find my own way out.’


    We listened to his footsteps retreating up to the side entrance. Then James said, ‘I’ll have to go. The missis will be frantic.’


    We listened, through the drawn curtains, to him get into his car and drive away. A cold loneliness seemed to seep into the room, from the locked-­up shed where the dead awaited our verdict.


    ‘Not going to stay here on your own tonight, squire?’ asked Mossy. I could have hugged him, for his concern.


    ‘No,’ said Hermione. ‘He’s coming home with me.’


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 9


    All my later admiration of Hermione stemmed from that night. How could she be so brisk, so efficient? It was only thanks to her that we left my house in good order. It was she who went upstairs to dig out my toothbrush and pyjamas, dressing-­gown and razor. It was she who got me into my overcoat and made sure my doors were locked and the burglar-­alarms on.


    She drove calmly and efficiently. I thought things would be better, once we left my gate. As that old poem says, from my school-­days, ‘out of sight, out of mind, we’ll think of cleaner things’. But you don’t, you know. The contents of the saloon of that model ship kept flashing on the screen of my mind over and over, like an obscene slide-­show when the projector is stuck.


    I tried to draw comfort, a little still comfort from the things we passed; a wet wall glistening in the lamplight, with a spray of bright leaves drooping over it; a man lighting a cigarette on a street-­corner, waiting for the lights to change; even the good old London buses, the 82 VICTORIA and the 10 HAMMERSMITH beaming their glowing signs before them.


    None of it worked. Everything belonged to a world that had fractured, that had torn like stage scenery to reveal a darkness behind. It was as if Christopher Columbus had reached that edge of the world his crew always feared, and seen the water streaming over the edge in some colossal Niagara, to fall for ever as spray among the stars . . . But was it the world that was fractured, or me? I still had the same two arms and the same two legs, and lungs that breathed and a heart that pounded and a mind that could think, but what use were they, scattered across the wasteland of that discovery?


    It was good to be in her lighted room, to watch her hold a match to the coal-­effect gas fire, and draw the curtains. But what was she drawing the curtains on? What horror was kept out only by thin glass and thinner cloth?


    She knelt on the hearthrug, holding her slim hands to the as yet heatless blaze. How elegant she seemed, now that it no longer mattered, now that nothing mattered. I tried out the doctor’s wise words about the Hamburg fire-­victims, and found they didn’t convince me at all. They would undoubtedly comfort the good doctor, while he forgot the reality, cut it down till eventually it would be no more than an odd experience, a traveller’s tale, to be told to a circle of admiring grandchildren, round some fire on a winter’s night. How their little eyes would shine with wonder and excitement; removed from the reality by space and time.


    I had to live with it. It was locked in my shed.


    Finally, Hermione said, not taking her eyes off the flames, ‘We have to talk. If we want any sleep tonight.’


    And I just said, ‘Yes.’


    ‘You don’t believe that stuff the doctor said? About Hamburg?’


    ‘No. There was no sign of charring. And I don’t believe even fire-­victims would shrink that small. Besides . . .’


    ‘Don’t go on. I don’t believe it either.’ She gave a delicate shudder. ‘And yet . . . we can’t deny it has happened. In a real model ship, made by a real firm. We’ve got to accept that. If we don’t . . . I think it will make us ill. We’ll never trust anything again.’


    ‘Yes.’ It was good to talk; it was good to know that one other person in the world felt the same.


    ‘We’ve . . . got to move on. If we just sit still, we’re finished. We’ve got to find out more about it.’


    ‘How?’ My mind swam hopelessly; I couldn’t get a grip on anything.


    ‘Well, obviously, basic research. Starting with Mr Makepeace, in the morning.’


    I was aghast. ‘He’s too old. He wouldn’t believe us, but he’d still be terribly shocked. He’d think we were mad. It might give him a heart attack. His beloved ships . . .’


    ‘Oh yes,’ she said, quite coolly. ‘We can’t tell him anything. It’s what he’ll be able to tell us. About his beloved ships. And the Neptune Yacht Club. Steam section.’


    It all seemed so . . . trivial. ‘I don’t see how that’s going to help us. Nothing we might learn will make this right . . . make sense.’


    She looked at me very solemnly, and then I noticed the little tic that made her eyelid flutter, and knew how much her calm was costing her. ‘Can you suggest anything better?’


    I shook my head hopelessly; and yet I did feel better for having some plan, something useful to do, however trivial.


    ‘I shall ring Sven, and call a halt on the dig. I don’t want them around, till this is sorted. I feel responsible for them. Too many things have gone wrong already. Rory; those firemen. You know, I’ve really hated this dig. Right from the beginning. We’ve found all those marvellous things, and yet I’ve felt . . . we’re getting deeper and deeper into trouble. You know what I mean?’


    I thought of Lenny. Then I began to worry aloud about James and Sam.


    ‘What’ll you do with them?’ she asked.


    ‘Send them up to Birmingham with the big van, I think. For two or three days. Going round the antique hypermarkets, and house-­to-­house, on the knocker. James has done it before for me, when stuff’s been short. He knows what to look for. And how much to pay. I trust him. It’ll get some fresh air into his lungs. I’ll give him some bearer cheques on my bank for five thousand, that’ll see them through.’


    It says a lot for my state of mind that I said five thousand without a thought. Normally five thousand’s a lot for me. But at that moment, I couldn’t have cared less about it.


    I think we relaxed a little, then. We’d made our plans. It does help, to make plans.


    ‘Like something to eat or drink? Before bed?’


    ‘Couldn’t face it.’ I shook my head, then glanced across to check her sofa, where I’d probably be spending the night. It looked lush and cosy enough, to lie awake and toss about on.


    She caught my thought; there were never any flies on Hermione. She said, hesitantly, ‘You can share my bed, if you like. Providing you don’t get the wrong idea. It’s just that . . . I don’t think I want to lie alone in the dark, thinking . . .’


    It was the most wonderful offer a woman ever made me. Drunk with relief, I said, ‘We can always leave the bedside light on . . .’


    ‘I can’t sleep with the light on . . .’


    ‘I doubt I’m going to sleep anyway.’


    She nodded. Then said, ‘Have another whisky. I’ll try not to be too long . . .’


    ‘Nice warm relaxing bath?’ I asked, feeling a bit more human.


    ‘No.’ She got up. ‘Prayers, actually.’


    ‘D’you pray?’ I was shattered. I hadn’t ever known anybody who’d prayed. Except James, of course, and my grandmother, and that was a very long time ago.


    She lifted her head and made an embarrassed little speech to the corner of the ceiling. ‘I pray very seldom, and very badly. But I have known prayers answered. And when you’ve got something very big and very nasty and very mysterious against you, it’s a comfort to have something very big and very nice and very mysterious on your side. Now go and pour yourself another whisky. And, as I said, don’t get the wrong idea.’


    ‘Lady, tonight, even a teenage nymphomaniac would be safe from me.’


    She managed a very small smile.


    ‘Y’know, Jeff, you’re not a bad guy to be in a nasty spot with.’


    It was a crazy night. I heard most of ‘Nightride’ on Radio Two. Three times in the dark she reached out and gripped my hand, hard enough to squeeze it off. In the end, sleep came, and I had nightmares, and wakened up sweating and yelling.


    But they were quite different kinds of nightmares. No rape.


    Inside the white ship, the tiny skeletons began to move.


    ‘Pleasant to see you again so soon!’ Mr Makepeace flung back his silver hair from his high, mottled forehead with a huge hand. His deep-­set little eyes took in my weariness, and Hermione’s, that was even showing through her expertly-applied make-­up. He gave a little smile, but kept his thoughts to himself. Probably told himself you never knew what young people got up to these days . . .


    Hermione consulted her notes. ‘We have dug up a large model steam-­yacht called the Circe.’ She was so calm, she might have been reading the nine o’clock news.


    ‘The Circe,’ said Mr Makepeace. ‘Oh yes, I remember the Circe. How my poor father hated her! It spoilt our family breakfasts for all of three months.’ He made a strange wheezing sound, that I thought might be laughing, and lit another cigarette from the tip of his last. It was such a poverty-­stricken thing to do. And he obviously wasn’t strapped for cash . . . I told myself I mustn’t let my mind wander.


    ‘What was the matter with her?’ asked Hermione innocently, so innocently.


    The old man frowned. ‘She was too big. Vulgar. But then the Neptunes were always trying to outdo each other. I believe it took three people to get her into the water. And we had to make new jigs and buy new machine tools. Four feet in length was our usual limit, and that was stretching it. It cost that fool a fortune. But he didn’t care. He never cared about mere money. Threw it around like water. As I said, vulgar, vulgar.’


    ‘What fool?’ asked Hermione.


    ‘J. Montague Wheeler,’ said Mr Makepeace heavily. ‘Ever hear a name like it? J. Montague Wheeler, with his silly great cigars. My father said he could hardly get his mouth round them. Everything had to be the biggest, for J. Montague Wheeler. That damned boat cost him nearly two thousand pounds, back in 1913. When a man could bring up a family on two guineas a week! He could have had another Rolls-­Royce for the money. We had to make each part from scratch – couldn’t use any of our standard parts at all.’


    ‘Why was that?’


    ‘Every damned thing had to work. Steering-­wheel actually turned the rudder. Engine-­room telegraphs actually responded in the engine-­room. That took some doing, I can tell you, with sixteenth-­of-­an-­inch brass rods! My father said it was almost as if the damned fool wanted to make himself tiny, like Alice in Wonderland, and sail the damned thing himself!’


    I actually broke out in a cold sweat at that point, while the old man made his queer wheezing laugh. But Hermione didn’t turn a hair, only coughed politely into her hand.


    ‘He must have been very rich,’ she said.


    ‘Rich as Croesus. And didn’t he let you know it! No breeding, no breeding at all. Oh, my poor father. He said he wouldn’t make another, for all the tea in China. And then, to crown it all, we didn’t get paid for the work. For seven years.’


    ‘How was that?’ asked Hermione. And even her voice trembled. With fear? Or with the excitement of the chase? Strange girl, Hermione. Nice, but strange.


    ‘Damned fellow vanished. Clean as a whistle. Took his family with him, too. Done a flit, my poor father said. Bankrupt. Nearly tore his hair out by the roots. But, you know, he mustn’t have taken all his money with him. Because we were paid, seven years later, in 1920. Too late to do my poor father any good of course. Dead, serving his country. Killed at the Battle of Jutland, aboard HMS Cheshire. My eldest brother was running the firm by then. But we never made another as big as Circe. Is she for sale?’


    ‘We don’t know yet,’ said Hermione. ‘But if she is you’ll have first refusal.’


    The old man rumbled his approval. ‘Any other way I can assist you, my dear?’


    ‘Could you tell me any more about this J. Montague Wheeler?’


    ‘M’father said he had the manners of a money-­lender. East End money-­lender. Very sharp about the pennies, for all his big spending. Went over the bills with a fine-­tooth comb. We had to account for every penny. Of course, you’ve seen his photograph? With the rest of the Neptune lot? Showed you the other day . . .’


    ‘Would you mind if we saw it again?’


    The old boy bent to a low drawer in his desk, grunting so much I was afraid he might have a heart attack. Then the same mounting-­card was passed across the desk; the same kerb of the Wheatstone Pond, the same trestles, and boats, the same row of pudgy sepia Edwardian faces, solemn behind big moustaches.


    Well, not all the same, actually. J. Montague Wheeler was the same in general appearance, but there was one difference. Apart from dark eyes set too close together, which gave him a foxy look, and a too-­long, fleshy nose, J. Montague Wheeler seemed to know a secret, and was gloating over it even in the face of the photographer. He had that little irritating kind of smile that makes you want to bash the owner’s face in, after a bit. It was as if something intending no good was creeping up behind those good pompous self-­made men, to do them down. And only J. Montague Wheeler knew about it, and rejoiced. His expression undercut the whole solemn picture. The longer you looked at it, the more it dominated the whole picture. Why had no one ever noticed it before? Why hadn’t his friends noticed it at the time? If they were his friends . . .


    ‘Looks a nasty piece of work, doesn’t he?’ said old Makepeace.


    ‘He’s . . . the only one with two sons?’ asked Hermione. ‘He has a hand on two boys’ shoulders.’


    ‘I don’t know m’dear,’ said old Makepeace regretfully.


    ‘Do you think we might borrow this photograph, Mr Makepeace? For use in our exhibition?’


    He frowned, mountainously. He was obviously charmed by her. But, equally obviously, he didn’t like to part with any of his treasures. Then his brow cleared. ‘Perhaps my no-­good son could help you. He’s got all kinds of gadgets in that drawing-office of his. He can make pictures very small, or even enlarge them if you like. Print them in full colour. Send them down the telephone to South America, if you believe all the nonsense he talks. We’ll do you a nice enlargement. That do? Simon? Simon! He raised his voice in an ancient bellow. His son appeared at the door, nervous as an office-­boy. ‘Simon, run down to the drawing-­office and get the young lady a print of this. Enlarged. Much enlarged, eh?’


    ‘Would you mind very much if I sent Miss Prentice? I happen to be on the phone to America . . .’


    I will draw a veil over family quarrels that don’t concern me. Suffice to say, we got our enlargement, and a very clear enlargement it was.


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 10


    We sat in the front of Hermione’s Metro, in the nearest lay-­by, and stared at our enlargement. J. Montague Wheeler looked even nastier, enlarged. Every tiny line of his face was visible; they were great men, those old Edwardian photographers; beat the modern boys for detail every time. The impression that the awful man knew some great joke that nobody else knew grew stronger all the time.


    And the two boys . . . one about fourteen, one a bit younger. That same look was on their faces too. It boded no good for the other Neptunes; come to that, it boded no good for the whole universe. It slowly made their faces into the faces of . . . certain photographs of the Kray twins, when they were in a relaxed mood . . . certain Nazi faces, wreathed in enjoyment over a game with an Alsatian dog. Faces that had stepped outside life, had seen life’s stage scenery from the back, and knew what a fraud it was.


    ‘Three of them,’ said Hermione. ‘And three skeletons in the boat . . . it’s a big coincidence.’


    ‘I doubt it,’ I said, with a dry throat. ‘They don’t look like victims to me. They look more like the ones who did it. And sat back and laughed. They looked as if drowning baby monkeys would be very amusing, as far as they were concerned.’


    We stared at the enlargement for another long time, and I for one was feeling worse and worse.


    Finally, Hermione said, ‘We can’t sit here all day,’ and rolled up the enlargement and put it back in its tube. ‘We need to know more.’


    ‘How?’ My voice came out in a sort of wail.


    ‘If somebody this rich vanished, it’d be in the papers. At the time. What we need is the local Wheatstone papers for 1913 . . . Wheatstone Public Library’s what we need next.’


    She started the car, and drove off, fast.


    Wheatstone Public Library, in the afternoon, was a good place to lay ghosts. Unlike the rest of gothic Wheatstone, almost in defiance of gothic Wheatstone, it was a simple classical building in red brick and sandstone, like a well-­mannered barn.


    And the reference library was the least ghostly of all. Durable wall-­to-­wall carpeting, a neat beech reception-­desk where middle-­aged ladies requested books on the history of canals around London, the development of the English apple tree, or a reasoned catalogue of the products of the Bow potteries in the eighteenth century. A fat good-­natured bespectacled man took eager schoolchildren with spiral-­backed notebooks through the development of the London sewage system, or the imports of tanned hides through the East India docks. Not so much educating them as telling them what to write in their projects. The air was loud with demands for rubbers, spare biros, and the tinkle of dropped drawing-­board clips.


    And along one wall, the row of microfilm machines, which we had to queue for, so great was the demand of housewives doing their family history.


    We got machines in the end, and were now busy suffering. The chairs were half-­broken rejects from the rest of the library, the machines were so well-­used that the spools of microfilm often came out of their clips. The turning-­handles ran backwards if you let go of them, and often came off in your hand altogether, if you whirled them too vigorously. And there is something infinitely backache-­creating in using a microfilm. Inside, things rattled; the print on the smoky golden screen kept going blurred; it was satisfactory neither to sit back wearing my reading-­spectacles, nor to lean forward without them.


    I was working through the copies of the long defunct weekly newspaper called the Wheatstone Guardian, while Hermione next door waded through the desert of the equally defunct Wheatstone Advertiser.


    Big impressive newspapers, which did not confine themselves to the local news. They thought nothing of spending two columns on the doings of Lloyd George (with regard to the welfare of the citizens of Wheatstone). There were fascinating insights into the middle-­aged Winston Churchill, ladies’ fashions for the coming season, a cholera scare in the East End and Dr Collis Browne’s Chlorodyne, recommended by all Army doctors to cure everything from enteric fever to whooping cough, by the look of it.


    The only comfort was the touch of Hermione’s knee on mine, as she sighed and whizzed through three more pages of foreign news and hat-­adverts. It was hot and I kept dozing off. I was just turning the handle now, knowing that if anyone found anything, it would be her.


    But her sudden hiss of breath made me come leaping awake, with a thudding heart.


    ‘Got him,’ she said. I looked across, and saw, small and dim as a postage stamp on her screen, the same pudgy face, the same smirk of a hidden joke. The small headline said:


    MYSTERIOUS DISAPPEARANCE OF


    WHEATSTONE FAMILY


    The print was too small and blurred for me to read more. So I just listened as she muttered to herself, and scribbled stuff into her notebook.


    ‘Aged forty-­two at the time of his disappearance. Well-known member of the Neptune Yacht Club. Was in business as an importer . . . oh, an address. Abbeywalk, Belvoir Road, Wheatstone.’


    The room whirled around me. I remembered Abbeywalk: the queerness of the place; the heap of abandoned suitcases in the outhouse. But in particular I remembered the last entry in Annette le Feuvre’s poor little diary:


    They shall have me, but they shall not have him.


    I had thought the ‘they’ had been her parents.


    Now all I could think about was the three smirking, sneering faces in the picture of the Neptune Yacht Club (Steam Section).


    The room went on whirling round me. The odd, mad behaviour, one Guy Fawkes’ night, of Tony Tanner; just before he disappeared, leaving his precious model boats behind . . .


    Where had all those people gone? And the suicides in the Pond? And that crazy fight between the firemen?


    There was not just an ancient dreadful evil lingering on in Wheatstone . . . It was still working now.


    ‘There’s something wrong with that house,’ I think I said. Then I was falling into darkness; the corner of the microfilm machine, the edge of the desk were cold and sharp. But they were the last things I knew.


    She had left me lying very comfortably, on the chaise-­longue pulled up to her sitting-­room window; where the late afternoon sun would lie warm on the tartan rug over my legs, and the re­assuring sounds of Kensington, women talking to dogs and men washing down cars, could drift in through the open window. There was whisky to hand; and a flask of coffee; and the latest editions of Harper’s and Cosmo. There was even a cordless telephone. Oh, she had looked after me well. Before she went back to the chase.


    I only hoped she’d get home before dark. For her sake and mine.


    I dozed a lot, never quite unaware of the sun’s warmth on my face, and the sounds outside; taking care never to drop into the dark depths where faces swam out of the darkness suddenly. It was pleasant just to drift and forget . . .


    I’d had one fright: a rattle in the kitchen that had fetched me heart-­thuddingly awake. But it was only her cat coming home through the cat-­flap, the golden long-­haired Suki, slender and elegant as Hermione herself, who had watched me first with caution, then with curiosity, and then come and decisively settled into my lap and gone to sleep.


    Cats were wise; cats knew. While Suki slept on me relaxed, no harm could come to me . . .


    The cordless phone rang, like a mewling lost mouse. I snatched it up, fumbled with the unfamiliar switches, and managed to remember her number.


    ‘That you, guv?’ The voice, warm and reassuring, of Sam. ‘You OK? You sound a bit funny!’ There was almost a smile in Sam’s voice; probably at the idea of me shacked up in Hermione’s house. He was much younger than James; his mind was broader. He was of the new generation who didn’t bother to get married. ‘We done OK, guv. We’ve been where you said. Dudley; Stafford. Got a good set of chairs for four hundred. Should get six for them, by the time they’re polished up. And . . .’ he took a deep breath, ‘you ought to’ve seen the Welsh dresser at Martin’s. Young fool had tarted it up wi’ repro brass handles – thought it was Victorian. James rescued the old handles out of the bins in the yard. We knocked him down to two thou. James reckons it’ll be worth five and a half. Late Georgian.’


    ‘Well done,’ I said. ‘Where is James, by the way? Getting drunk to celebrate?’


    Sam gave his infectious little giggle. James, like most Methodists, was a teetotaller. ‘Knocked off early to see some of his holy mates in Birmingham. Bigwigs, I gather. Got something on his mind, James has.’


    I cursed James in my mind. I knew what he had gone to talk to his holy mates about. And that after I’d sworn him to secrecy.


    Much later, the mewling of the phone wakened me again. The look of the sky, a dimming blue with swallows wheeling, told me how late it was getting, and a tiny paw of panic nudged my stomach. But Hermione was in a high good mood, wild with excitement.


    ‘Ran Wheeler down to earth, in an old copy of “Strange Stories from the London Evening News”. The reference librarian put me on to it. He’s a bit into the occult, and seems to have his own little book-­cupboard, for those he favours. And, of course, this being a Wheatstone story, he knew all about it . . .


    ‘Wheeler was an East Ender, and a no-­good. A rag-­and-bone man, no less, and had several convictions for helping himself to stuff left lying about. Used to work the Wheatstone District, back around nineteen hundred and seven or eight.


    ‘Anyway, Abbeywalk wasn’t built then. There was just a bit of derelict ground, with grand new houses growing up all round it, and a few tumble-­down sheds among the undergrowth. Apparently he rented the sheds to run his rag-­and-bone business from. Caused a hell of a stink among the nouveaux riches around there, but there wasn’t much they could do about it.


    ‘And then, and here’s the crazy thing, suddenly he has lots of money to spend. Enough to buy the land he had been renting, and then he suddenly begins to build the present house, about 1911.


    ‘People apparently hated the new house almost as much as they hated him; but again, in those free enterprise days, there was nothing they could do.


    ‘Then he starts flinging his money about, trying to get himself popular, trying to buy his way into their society. There was no Mrs Wheeler: said he was a widower; but he flung himself into the social whirl all right. Garden fêtes for charity; wonderful displays of fireworks on Guy Fawkes’ Night; inviting people to dinner. But he didn’t get very far, wasn’t liked. And complaints of strange noises coming from the house late at night, with lights on in the windows until 5 a.m., and the sound of orchestras playing, and yet no one seen coming or going. And a fuss about one or two children vanishing and never being seen again. Nobody important of course . . . little serving-­girls, boot-­boys whose parents were too poor and crushed to make much fuss.


    ‘And then he joined the Neptune Yacht Club. Damned fool secretary let him join because he lived out of the district himself, and didn’t know what Wheeler was like. Apparently it was very grand, the Neptune in those days. Wheeler tried to win the yacht-­sailing races, but was almost too fat to handle the boats he bought; so he failed. Much laughter. Then he turned his hand to steam-­yachts. Won the concours d’élégance, in 1912, by sheer weight of money, and Ross and Makepeace skill . . .


    ‘There was another move to get rid of him, but it failed. And he vowed to come back the following year, and show such a thing as would not be believed. District all agog, in spite of themselves.


    ‘And then, one night, he just vanished. With his two sons. Gave the staff – cook and housemaids – an extra evening off and they came in late and tiptoed up to bed so as not to disturb the family. The following morning, the housemaid takes in the early morning tea – no one there, the beds not slept in. After a day going hairless, they brought in the police.


    ‘No signs of forced entry, no signs of violence. Only one thing missing – the lovely new model steam-­yacht they’d spent the previous three days fiddling with, ever since it came from Ross and Makepeace. It had its own little four-­wheeled cart for conveying it about, and that was found by the shore of the Pond.


    ‘The Police dragged the Pond of course, for three days, but nothing unusual turned up. They thought the family had done a flit, and contacted Wheeler’s solicitor, who was as puzzled as they were. The one thing he knew was that Wheeler had made most of his money speculating on the stock exchange. They waited for the usual things then – creditors to turn up, withdrawals from the bank – nothing. Wheeler didn’t owe anybody anything, apart from Ross and Makepeace. He never tried to draw his money out, and there was close to £30,000 in the bank – that’s about three million by today’s standards.


    ‘After that – not a sign of them from that day to this. After seven years, the solicitor had them presumed dead, by the court, and that’s when Ross and Makepeace must’ve finally been paid.’


    ‘Was there any will?’ I managed to get out at last.


    ‘No will – no known relatives, though one or two people tried it on in the East End, and one man went to prison for attempted fraud. All the money went to the government in the end, under the intestacy laws. What do you make of that?’


    ‘Phew,’ I said feebly. ‘Are you coming home now?’


    ‘No, I’ve managed to contact a reporter on the current local paper. We’re going for a drink in about quarter of an hour. He wants to write up our dig, but I’m going to pick his brains about Abbeywalk . . .’


    ‘You will come straight home after that?’ I asked anxiously.


    ‘I suppose so . . .’ She sounded reluctant, still high on the thrills of the chase. ‘Why – are you all right, Morgan?’ There was a tinge of contempt in her voice, that stung.


    ‘I’ll manage – till then.’ I was aware of the sky outside growing dimmer still. The swallows had gone to their nests. ‘Take care, Hermione.’


    ‘Oh, don’t worry about me. I’m used to handling reporters.’


    She rang off.


    But it wasn’t reporters I was worried about.


    Soon after dark, the phone went again. I’d been off the couch once, to go to the loo, and make myself a sandwich I didn’t want, and put all the lights on and drawn the curtains. I felt so weary, so helpless. Things were happening to me; I wasn’t happening to anything.


    It wasn’t her; it was James.


    ‘Mr Morgan, I want a word.’ James at his most formidable; the other side of him, Holy James. As usual I wondered what had happened to the cheerful rogue who could swap the white painted dial of a long-­case clock for a repro brass-­face, sell the thing for twice the money and not turn a hair . . . nobody like James for being two separate halves.


    ‘I’ve put our case to some friends of mine who know about such things. Who’ve spent years studying them . . .’


    ‘What case is this, James?’ I said very coldly. Really, I was worried about Hermione, and what she was getting up to, out there in the dark.


    ‘That steam-­yacht . . .’


    ‘I told you not to mention that to anybody, James. You promised . . .’


    ‘There’s some things too important for our human promises. The Lord . . . I went to Him in prayer and he told me to go and tell them . . .’


    Oh, these impossible people who go to the Lord in prayer. Why does He always seem to tell them to do exactly what they want to do anyway?


    ‘Very convenient . . .’


    ‘Now don’t be like that, Mr Morgan. I know you’re an un­believer, but we can’t allow that to hinder the Lord’s Work. We think that real evil is at work here. Not just human wickedness, but Evil Incarnate that must be trampled down before it spreads. They’re prepared to . . .’


    ‘Look, James, can’t this wait? I’m expecting an urgent phone call . . .’


    ‘Not as urgent as this, Mr Morgan. Our adversary the Devil goeth about as a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour, whom resist steadfast in the faith. My friends have told me such things you wouldn’t believe. Right here in Birmingham. The kind of stuff that never reaches the newspapers . . . this could . . . this is . . . a matter of life and death, Mr Morgan. More important than life and death . . .’


    ‘You sound like Bill Shankly talking about football . . .’


    ‘You can scoff, Mr Morgan. But I don’t think you’ll go on scoffing for much longer. Something could be happening this very night. I wouldn’t want some other poor soul drowning themselves in the Wheatstone Pond . . .’


    That touched a vital nerve. And in my pain and terror, I said something very rude about him and his religion.


    There was a long and nasty silence, then he said, slowly, and keeping his temper with a great effort, ‘I feel sorry for you, Mr Morgan.’


    Then there was a click, and the dialling tone resumed, and in the silence that followed, it felt like I’d turned away my last friend.


    And for what? For daring to say out loud what I’d only been thinking? Why do we modern people mince words in such a mealy-­mouthed way? If there was not Evil Incarnate in that house, there was the next best thing to it, and no amount of clever, reasonable psychological jargon was going to make it go away. I saw again, vivid in my mind’s eye, those tiny skeletons, and, in the face of them, clever reasonable psychological jargon was dumb.


    I began to pace up and down, while Suki watched me with impassive curiosity. Why do we pace up and down, exhausting ourselves?


    Before I had time to entirely exhaust myself, the phone rang again.


    Oh, how good it was to hear her warm, living breathing voice.


    ‘Morgan? There’s some more stuff come out. D’you know, of those seven suicides in the Pond, over the last five years, four of them had bed-­sitters at Abbeywalk? As Mike said, he knows it’s bed-­sitter land, and bed-­sitter land is bad for suicides, but this is not just coincidence. The reporters know; they talk about it among themselves. That last little girl who used to come into your shop, Margie Duff, she had a bed-­sitter there. She’d only been in it three weeks. The only tenant. But it was cheap; she couldn’t afford anything better. Morgan, you still there?’


    I was. But the world was reeling about me again. Little Margie Duff, with her hopeful little smile, who so wanted to be liked, approved of. What had happened to her in that house? It was unbearable to even contemplate . . .


    ‘I’m still here,’ I said.


    ‘I’m just going up there to have a look around. I won’t be long . . .’


    ‘Don’t! For God’s sake, don’t!’


    ‘Steady, Morgan. Don’t panic. I won’t do anything stupid. I’ll be home inside an hour. I’ll fetch in a takeaway . . .’


    ‘You won’t be able to get into that house. It’s locked up solid. I’ve tried it.’


    ‘Then no harm can come to me, can it? I just thought there might be a broken window in the basement . . .’


    ‘Look, I can organize a way in for you. I’m sure Mossy can arrange it. We could do it properly, together. Tomorrow night, if you like . . .’


    ‘I happen to feel like going up there tonight, Morgan. On my own. I’m a big girl now. I’ve been looking after you today, remember? So how come you think you can organize my life?’ The phone rattled, and I heard her say, over her shoulder, ‘All right, Mike. Just another half, then. I have to be getting on . . .’ Then she said, ‘I’m going to have another drink with Mike. I’ll be home by eleven. Take care. And you could feed Suki. It’s long past her time. I wonder she hasn’t been pestering you . . . See you.’


    ‘Hermione!’ I shouted. ‘They have a homewatch scheme up Belvoir Road. They’re very twitchy. If you get arrested for burglary, it won’t do you much good with the City Toy Museum . . .’


    Then I realized I was spinning my lies to the dialling tone.


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 11


    I shall never understand myself. I am so many different people. One minute I was a scared timid doormat, and the next I was moving like a whirlwind. Shoes on, raincoat on. By the phone in her kitchen, a card for a minicab firm was pinned up. And, miraculously, they answered straight away.


    ‘I want a cab to Wheatstone – fast. And I’m willing to pay for speed.’


    There was a hint of a smile in the man’s voice. ‘Got just the man for you, squire. He’ll be with you in two minutes.’


    I rummaged frantically until I found her big torch; shoved a small bottle of brandy in my pocket and picked a big heavy walking-­stick, with a knob of brass for a head, from the umbrella rack by her front door. That stick was deceptive; like so many things Victorian it had thoughtful hidden depths. Reverse it in your hand, hold the bottom ferrule, and it becomes a club that will easily cave in anybody’s skull. Victorian footpads didn’t have it all their own way . . .


    A middle-­sized car turned in at the mews, and went past me like a rocket. I chased after it wildly, as it did a tight three-point turn; it nearly knocked me down twice; then I fell through the held-­open door, and squirmed to arrange myself in the narrow but deep bucket seat. As I groped for a safety-belt, the acceleration hit me like a fist.


    ‘Where to in Wheatstone, squire?’


    ‘Belvoir Road; know it?’


    ‘You show me, eh?’


    It must have been about ten. The wide tree-­lined roads of inner London were amazingly empty under the high yellow neons. Everyone who was driving anywhere had got there, and it was not yet time for them to set out back home. The car cornered in a way that left my stomach skidding sideways.


    He seemed to be doing about ninety down the straights.


    ‘Golf GTI is it?’ I asked, to show I wasn’t terrified.


    ‘Nah. Lancia Delta 4x4. There’s only about four hundred of them in this country. Me insurance is £1400 a year . . .’


    I glanced at him sideways. He was very small and very trim; the kind of trimness that PE instructors had, when I did my National Service. Big pectorals under a grubby ELF T-­shirt. Jeans, trainers. Short dark curly hair, and three days growth that was not designer-­stubble.


    He cut across a number 13 Hammersmith bus at the lights, with less than a foot to spare. ‘I only do this to pay for this bugger,’ he said. ‘She’s worse than a wife. Eats me out of house and home . . .’


    I reached into my wallet and tossed two tens on to the dashboard. They immediately fell off, on to the floor, among a heap of oily rags. But he nodded and gave a grunt of satisfaction. I felt he was a good bloke to have on my side.


    ‘Ever have bother with the police?’


    He grinned, a far-­away remembering grin. ‘No contest. They’re underpowered. Suspensions as soft as shit. Policemen can’t drive . . .’


    Should tyres be making that screeching noise?


    ‘We’re in Wheatstone, squire,’ he said warningly, after a bit. My startled wits saw my own shop flashing past. I managed to stammer out, ‘Straight on past the Park gates. Then first left . . .’


    It was a leap, from a world of physical terror, to one of mental terror. ‘Fourth on the right,’ I said. ‘Would you mind parking in the drive? With your headlights full on?’


    He grunted, discouragingly. I said, ‘I’ll pay you for your waiting time.’


    He grunted again, contentedly. We screeched to a stop, and he flicked on full beam.


    He had quartz-­halogens, of course. They made the whole crazy front, with its glass canopy like a helmet, seem to burn with orange fire. Behind the house, the outhouse where the suitcases lay was outlined like a solitary flame.


    I got out stiffly, and hefted my stick. Left to himself, he flicked the courtesy light on, and settled to a book on car maintenance.


    I walked up to the front door and tried it. What a relief to find it locked hard. I gave it a couple of kicks, to make sure; more out of spite, really. The echoes faded away inside. It sounded like the hall floor and staircase were bare boards.


    Encouraged, I walked around and tried the back door. It was softly illuminated by the headlights reflecting off the outhouse. Locked hard. I kicked twice again; ran my torch over the windows, downstairs, upstairs. No broken glass.


    No more doors. No broken windows. There were steps down to a cellar. No open windows there, either; though some kind of monstrous white growth of fungus was oozing out of the brickwork. I was very glad there was no point to venturing down those steps . . .


    So, we’d beaten her to it. She’d still be finishing her last drink with Mike. She couldn’t possibly be inside . . . Could she? So why was I imagining her, tiptoeing up those dark stairs? Suppose the front door had swung shut behind her? She’d be trapped . . .


    Irrationally, I turned to the front door, to try it again.


    It swung open, under my hand, as I tried the handle . . .


    All the confidence I’d built up over the last half-­hour just collapsed. I only had enough left to push the front door open, shine the torch in, get a glimpse of a wide bare stair leading up into darkness, with a cardboard box, poised to fall, about halfway up. Then the door swung shut on me again. I swear there was malice in that door. It would always swing shut; it might lock behind you . . . somehow I knew it was a trap.


    I gave it another shove, full of spiteful force, so it banged back against the wall. I yelled in, ‘Hermione? Hermione?’


    The house diminished my voice to an echoing squeak. But I felt I had done something foolish; somehow, hearing those echoes, I became convinced she was in there. And somehow, part of myself was now in there with her.


    I looked round for something to prop the door open with. But there was nothing handy . . .


    Except that cardboard box, half-­way up the stairs. If I pushed the door a third time, and made a run for it, I could be back with that box before the door swung shut . . . I was sure I could.


    I took a deep breath . . .


    And then I heard two brief toots on the car’s horn. I spun round, and saw there was someone in a long white raincoat talking to the driver.


    Hermione had a white raincoat . . .


    I ran back.


    It was Hermione, furious with me. ‘What the blazes are you doing, Morgan? You’ve got the place lit up like the Fourth of July. This your idea of a secret reconnaissance? I wonder you didn’t lay on a red carpet and the Brigade of Guards Band . . .’


    ‘Look,’ I said. ‘It’s not the right time. That house is . . .’


    ‘Be damned to the right time. I’ve come for a look, and I’m going to have a look.’ She pushed me aside, and made for the front door. It swung open, under her hand.


    ‘Don’t go in there!’ I yelled, grabbing her by the arm.


    ‘Leave go of me. Who do you think you are?’


    We were wrestling now. She was punching at me, and it hurt. She was yelling her head off. I couldn’t hold her much longer.


    And then we heard the police siren. We stopped, oddly in each other’s arms, listening.


    The police siren was getting nearer. Much nearer.


    It died, as the panda swept in at the gate and skidded on the gravel behind my minicab. Two car doors slammed, one just after the other. Footsteps on the gravel.


    ‘What seems to be the trouble, sir?’


    We fell into stammering embarrassed farce. We both said different things, and I don’t think the young constable could make head nor tail of any of it. We collapsed into silence.


    In which I heard the other officer talking to my minicab driver.


    ‘Lovers’ tiff, I reckon,’ said the minicab driver. And, at that same moment, I felt a patch of wetness spreading down the outside of my thigh. I groped for it, and smelt my fingers. Brandy. Our struggles must have loosened the screw-­top. As the heat of my body warmed it, I began to smell like a distillery. I saw the young constable’s nostrils work gently.


    ‘Are you in charge of a motor vehicle, sir?’


    ‘No,’ I said exasperatedly. ‘I came by that minicab.’


    ‘Very wise, sir. And have you been drinking, madam?’


    ‘I’ve had a couple,’ said Hermione. ‘But I’m not drunk.’


    ‘Would you accompany me to the patrol car, madam? I shall require you to . . .’


    As I said, screaming farce. Except that before he led her humbly away, he leaned between us and tried that front door for himself.


    It wouldn’t budge. He twisted the handle this way and that, put his shoulder against it, even kicked it. To no effect whatever. I knew then I’d missed a trap, by the skin of my teeth.


    ‘According to our records, sir, this house has been empty for some time . . .’ There was a question in his voice.


    ‘I was calling on a girl I used to know . . .’ It seemed the wisest thing to say.


    ‘Her name, sir?’


    Without thinking, I said, ‘Margie Duff.’


    He sighed, and relaxed. ‘I’m afraid she no longer lives here, sir. She died.’ I walked with him to the patrol car, while he tactfully broke the news I already knew. They’re pretty good, some of these young policemen; very compassionate; it must be the new training . . .


    We found that Hermione had missed losing her licence by about a millimetre. The constable gave her a stern lecture on the evils of drinking and driving.


    Which she nagged me about, all the way to her place.


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 12


    Mossy gently parked the car under some trees at the top end of Belvoir Road, eased the hand-­brake on and consulted his watch.


    ‘Right,’ he said, ‘just on ten. They’ll all be settled into the big movie or the ten o’clock news. Nobody on the way out to make a cup o’ cocoa yet. ’Less we’re unlucky. Right, I’ll just go over it again. I’ll drop you down the road, two hundred yards apart. Walk nice and slow, as if you’re just out for a stroll. Don’t catch the one in front up, whatever you do. Go in the gate one by one – it’s less conspicious.


    ‘I’ll drop our Dickie here last – he’ll be in front, carrying the briefcase. He’ll pick the back-­door lock, wedge the door with the briefcase so it don’t slam shut on you, give you a quick double-­whistle, and go on to the outhouse. Now, in the outhouse, Dickie, go through them suitcases. It’s only papers out of them we want, right? Don’t go light-­fingered on me, right? And I’ll stay in the car, by the front gate, and keep a good look-­out. An’ if I toot me horn three times sharp, you get out of there as fast as your little legs will carry you – down the garden and over the wall an’ into the Park. You should be able to lose the fuzz among the trees, or if you can’t, get together an’ act the courting couple. Nothing puts the fuzz off like courting couples – the fuzz is a mass of sexual frustration brought on by working shifts an’ too much overtime . . .’


    Good old Mossy, I thought. Whatever happens, he’s in the clear. Innocently sitting in a parked car is no crime . . . Still, it was good of him to oblige, particularly with Dickie, a thin cadaverous youth with the air of an apprentice bullfighter, till he opened his mouth and spoke a few words of broad Cockney.


    ‘Right, then.’ Mossy gently started the engine and rolled away down Belvoir Road, keeping the revs down to be as silent as possible. There was just the hiss of tyres on the wet lamplit road.


    I dropped off first, feeling the touch of rain on the back of my neck. Looking ahead, I saw the car stop again for just a moment, and the white flash of Hermione’s mack under a street-­lamp. There was a strong impulse to hurry, to catch her up and ask pointlessly what was going on. Then I saw the flash of Mossy’s brake-­lights, as he parked. Somewhere in front, Dickie must be fiddling with the back-­door lock of Abbeywalk.


    I nipped in sharp through the gateway and under the trees; and bumped straight into Hermione. Before we’d got our breath back, there came Dickie’s low whistle.


    ‘Let’s go arm-­in-­arm,’ whispered Hermione. ‘Practise being a courting couple.’ She giggled, but it was the giggle of nerves.


    So we went, arm-­in-­arm, snuggling together against . . . what?


    There was the open door, with the black briefcase jammed half-­way through it, glinting in a stray ray of a distant street-lamp. Hermione slipped through. As I followed, my foot caught the briefcase and kicked it right across the floor. I snatched at the door behind me just in time. It was on the point of closing; it nipped my fingers painfully. As she went across to grope for the briefcase, her feet echoed hollowly on the floor-­boards, and somehow I sensed cellars below.


    ‘Upstairs first,’ said Hermione. I followed her out of the scullery door, by the light of her torch. Through a large, empty kitchen, where a tap dripped like an off-­beat clock, into a hall with filthy black-­and-­white tiles.


    It was at this point that all fear left me. I felt a great surge of confidence. Almost as if I was among friends. C’mon, I tried to warn myself. Wise up. This is a dreadful house; people have died here, maybe been killed.


    But it was no use. My confidence rose in great waves. I was invincible; I was the master of my soul; master of the universe. Of course, I should have grabbed Hermione and run then. But all I did was follow her.


    I watched her climb the staircase, by the light of her torch and mine. I saw, so clearly, the beauty of her long, slender legs, the smoothness of the calf-­muscles, moving as soft as cream under the black nylon stockings. From the dead-­straight seams I knew she must be wearing stockings, and not tights. Somewhere, under the concealing folds of that raincoat, there must be opulent patches of white flesh. I began to want to see those patches, very much. And I could see no reason why I should not see those patches, very soon. What was there to stop me? We were alone . . .


    On the landing, Hermione turned. She said, harshly, triumphantly, ‘This will show the bastards!’


    ‘Which bastards?’ I said, without interest. Under her open coat, I could see her skirt, and under her skirt, the luscious near-­flatness of her belly. I should soon sample that, now, too.


    ‘The bastards at the City Toy Museum. They’ve kept me in my place for long enough. Just because I’m young. And a woman. When we solve this, they’ll have to notice me. I want the deputy-­director’s job. They’ll have to sack him. He’s away ill half the time. I’m not having him standing in my way.’


    She turned to carry on up the stairs. Her raincoat swung back, displaying the small sharp points of her breasts. On, blind Hermione, you think you’re going on to fame and glory. You don’t know what you are walking into. Somewhere ahead, there will be a bed. Maybe an unmade bed, or just a bare urine-­stained mattress. So much the better, proud, beautiful Hermione. I will roll you not in the luxury you are used to, but in the staleness of sweat and filth and dust and dead flies. Then you will realize the world is not about the City Toy Museum, and your own great glory . . . but she was running on.


    ‘I can soon get rid of the Director, too. I know quite a lot of things about him, that our trustees don’t know. Things he’s sold at a profit, that he should have kept for the Museum. The affair he had with that little whore in the Dolls’ Department. Oh, they won’t give him time to clear his desk, once I tell them . . .’


    How surprised you will be, Hermione, when I leap on you. The incredulity on your face, as I begin to tear your clothes . . . oh, you’ll fight and claw. But I’m strong, strong. I shall enjoy it more if you fight. There will be more chance to hurt you . . .


    ‘Of course, I shan’t stay long, once they give me the Directorship. Just a couple of years, to make a name. Then I shall go on to America. An exchange visit; meet some big American scholar who wants an affair . . . they’re a randy lot, always trying to touch you up, on the sly, at conferences . . .’


    All this time, she was opening doors and shining her torch into empty rooms. Rooms with dirty mattresses thrown askew, with torn half-­posters on the walls and the bodies of long-dead rats in corners. Taking no more notice of them than I was.


    Oh, Hermione, how I shall explore you! How I shall explore your fear, your pleadings, the delicious point when you at last give up hope.


    We had reached the last attic.


    ‘Nothing here,’ she said, with little interest, automatically. ‘Let’s try the cellars . . .’


    I looked from her to the unmade bed . . . but no, it would be better in the cellars; darker, filthier. Somewhere to bury the poor bloody rag of her body, when I was finally done with her.


    So, in mock obedience, I began to follow her downstairs again. Could I, could I, when I had reduced her to a bloody rag of a woman, remake her, make her perfect and happy again, so I could tear her to bits all over again? As many times as I wished, till the world’s end. How would her blood taste, on my fingers . . . ?


    Somewhere, far away, as we reached the first floor landing again, came three toots of a car-­horn. They meant nothing to me. It might have been some pointless lost night-­bird calling.


    ‘Men are pathetic,’ she called back at me, from the bottom stair. ‘Their brains are between their legs. Their whole being is between their legs . . .’


    Oh, no, Hermione, foolish Hermione, dead Hermione, my brains are in my fingers too. That’s right, my poor love, go to the cellar door, open it, descend . . .


    Again came the three toots of a car-­horn. More urgent now. What was there, in the world out there, to be urgent about? Poor pathetic piffling people . . .


    At that moment, an alien figure of utter fury leapt on to me. Strong, invincible though I was, he was so much stronger . . . he almost picked me up bodily, and carried me to the back door. Threw me down the back steps, shouting meaningless gibberish.


    ‘Run, you silly effer, run!’


    I landed painfully on my knees. Suddenly, I was Morgan again: little, hurting, and quite terrified of being caught by the police. I leapt to my feet, stared around me wildly.


    The flying figure in a white raincoat cannoned into me and we both fell down again. A dark figure with a briefcase in its hand took off like a rocket down the wilderness of the back garden. Dickie, as if all the devils in hell were after him.


    ‘Run, Morgan, run.’ It was Hermione’s ordinary voice; she sounded as terrified of being caught by the police as I was. We got up and blundered down the dark obstacles of the garden. I held my hands as a stirrup for her foot, and almost threw her over the garden wall. Then we were running for the cover of the Park trees . . .


    ‘I would have thought, Mr Morgan,’ said Sergeant Crittenden heavily, ‘that if you two had wanted to go in for that kind of thing, you would have found somewhere more comfortable. Your place, sir? Or her place, here? Seems a very nice little hideaway for a spot of fornication between consenting adults.’


    He glanced around Hermione’s living-­room with interest.


    They had let us go from the police station an hour ago. But here was Crittenden, bright as a bird. Obviously his turn for the night shift, this week.


    ‘It’s the lure of the open air, on a lovely night,’ said Hermione coolly. ‘And, I suppose, the risk of being caught. A feeling of illicitness gives an edge, sergeant. Guy de Maupassant wrote a short story on the topic, once . . .’


    ‘I am very well aware, madam, that de Maupassant wrote a short story on the topic. I read it, in the French original, when I was in the sixth form.’


    In other words, don’t come the culture vulture with me, madam. He went on, ‘You hadn’t . . . been doing further investigations, madam?’


    ‘At the Pond, sergeant? No, not after dark. I’m not that keen.’


    ‘I didn’t mean at the Pond, madam. I meant at the premises known as Abbeywalk in Belvoir Road . . .’


    ‘I’m not quite sure where that is, sergeant.’ Oh, what a lovely cool distant liar the girl was.


    ‘I find that strange, madam. Considering I have a report of a lady and gentleman having a row on the doorstep of Abbeywalk, the previous evening. The lady, apparently, was all for gaining admittance, the gentleman was violently trying to dissuade her. Their descriptions, well, it might have been you and Mr Morgan, madam. Though the gentleman reeked of brandy, which is not like Mr Morgan.’


    ‘Nothing to say about that, Sergeant. Except that having a row on a doorstep is not a crime,’ she said.


    ‘We seem to have had a run of non-­crimes round Abbeywalk, recently. One Mossy Hughes, sitting in a parked car outside the premises. We got him for sounding his horn after dark, and while stationary . . . he should get all of a twenty-pound fine for that, with his record. And another gentleman, name of Dickie Warren, found leaving Wheatstone Park with a briefcase full of ancient correspondence that did not belong to him. Does that ring any kind of bell, madam?’


    Hermione had the grace to drop her head.


    ‘I should take this all very seriously, except that Abbeywalk, on examination, proved to be securely locked up, with no sign of an entry having been forced. And the fact that there is not one thing in Abbeywalk worth even a junk-­merchant stealing.’


    ‘You seem very interested in Abbeywalk, sergeant? Considering. Hardly seems worth police time.’ I felt I had to keep my end up, even if I did feel like death. But it was so unreal, this piddling talk of petty crime, when an hour ago I might have been standing with my hands thick with Hermione’s blood . . .


    ‘It may interest you to know, Mr Morgan, that we have been through the contents of Mr Dickie Warren’s briefcase, for which he cannot account. We found letters addressed to ten people, at the Abbeywalk address. Seven of them are on the National Police Computer as missing persons . . .’


    We were both silent. We could find nothing to say. A dread was coming over me again. Dreads had been coming over me ever since the two constables caught us.


    ‘Abbeywalk smells nasty to me, Mr Morgan. The nastiest thing I’ve smelt since I was on the Dennis Nilsen case. Remember the Nilsen case, Mr Morgan? Young boys murdered and cut up and flushed down the toilet? Well, that’s how Abbeywalk smells. And that’s before you include those suicides in the Pond. Of people who lived there . . .’


    Again, we were silent. He got up to go; said, standing in the doorway, ‘If there’s one thing I hate more than criminals, it’s the members of the public who won’t help. Because it’s not convenient. It’s people like you who pay me to be a policeman, and do your dirty work for you. And then you hamper me in doing it. Seems like you’re wasting your own hard-­earned money . . .’


    He said it with such disgust.


    ‘Would you like a supper-­drink, before we go to bed?’ asked Hermione. Her face was deathly; there were big shadows under her eyes. Then she said, ‘Hell, I don’t want to go to bed. I don’t dare shut my eyes. Tonight, in that house, I was planning to do all kinds of horrible things . . . that weren’t me at all.’


    ‘I know,’ I said. ‘You told me about them. At the City Toy Museum.’


    ‘I was wishing people ill – iller. I was wishing people dead.’


    ‘I know. And I was planning to rape and murder you. And bring you back to life so I could rape and murder you all over again.’ Without warning, I began retching, and finally was sick on her best rug. I must say she was very kind; she didn’t nag; she held my head and wiped me down afterwards. I felt very cold and shivery, and she put the gas fire on.


    ‘What was it, Morgan? Are we both going mad?’


    ‘We’re sane enough now,’ I said bitterly. ‘I’d be sane enough now, even if I’d murdered you. And I was just waiting to do it. Once you were down the cellar. If Mossy hadn’t tooted his horn, if Dickie hadn’t hauled us out, you’d be dead now . . .’


    ‘I didn’t reckon you for that kind of man . . .’


    ‘As the feminists say: all men are rapists . . .’ I had this need to grovel, to sick it up, to cleanse myself. My father always said confession was good for the soul.


    ‘I knew you fancied me. But . . . rape? Murder? Really?’


    ‘I wanted to lay you – take you down a peg.’


    ‘That’s hardly murder, Morgan!’


    ‘No,’ I said wretchedly.


    ‘I’d had some nasty thoughts about people at the Museum. But I’d never have done anything about it. Not in a month of Sundays.’


    ‘I suppose that’s what keeps us on the rails. Timidity. Respectability. Fear of consequences. But somehow, tonight, I didn’t feel there would be any consequences. I felt invincible. Full of power. It seems so . . . pathetic, now.’


    ‘That’s how J. Montague Wheeler must have felt. Full of power.’


    ‘A rag-­and-­bone man, who suddenly made a lot of money . . . What’s inside that house, Hermione?’


    ‘I don’t know. But it’s down in the cellar. I could feel it.’


    ‘Offering unlimited power? To do evil?’


    ‘The name . . . Abbeywalk. Was there ever an abbey round here. A medieval abbey? Or is the name just a romantic fantasy?’


    ‘Oh, there was a medieval Abbey of Wheatstone. Its coat of arms is still the coat of arms of the Borough. They boast about it in their handbook. All gone now. Except some reckon the Wheatstone Pond was their fish-­ponds . . .’


    ‘Suppose the monks . . . no, that’s just silly.’


    ‘Go on. It’s all ridiculous anyway, in this day and age.’


    ‘Suppose the monks . . . were exorcists? Medieval priests practised exorcism. Suppose they were called upon to deal with something dreadful. And they couldn’t destroy it or cast it out. Suppose all they could do was bring it back with them and keep it under lock and key, safe . . . with a binding prayer or spell or something. Maybe they kept it alive to investigate it, muck about with it. Then, when the Abbey was dissolved by Henry the Eighth, they had to go, and leave it behind.


    ‘Nobody came; nobody built on the site. Houses go up all round in the nineteenth century, but nobody wants to build on the actual site. And then this rag-­and-­bone man comes along, mooching around for things to steal . . . and he rents the waste land . . . with a few old buildings on it . . . and quite soon he has all the money in the world . . . to buy the land and build the house. And then he vanishes. But it remains behind in the house. And people come to live there. And people vanish . . .’


    I said stupidly, like you always do, ‘For God’s sake, Hermione, this is the twentieth century.’


    ‘Maybe we’ve found a gap in the twentieth century. A black hole that people fall into. And there’s no reason in the world why people shouldn’t go on falling into it. Poor people who don’t have anybody who cares about them . . . people at the end of their tether. There’s always somebody wanting a cheap bed-­sitter . . .’


    ‘Stop it. I want to sleep tonight. This is pure speculation!’


    ‘That thing nearly killed me tonight, Morgan. And what would it have done to you? Don’t you want to know what nearly destroyed you? What destroyed Tony Tanner and Margie Duff?


    ‘And the Wheatstone Pond, Morgan! It’s downhill from that house. Stuff must be draining down into it, all the time. Stuff that set those two firemen fighting each other, that turned my students so stroppy. Stuff that the pumps are still pumping into the drainage system . . .’


    ‘Stuff from what? This is crazy!’


    ‘It fits all the facts, doesn’t it?’


    The trouble was, I couldn’t find fault with her argument. It was a crude working hypothesis. All the facts did fit. For the moment.


    In its own way, it was a kind of dreadful relief. We knew the worst now; or the worst our minds could visualize. All the other facts in our mind, from years gone by, moved over and jiggled about to make room for it. It fell into place; it was.


    And with that fitting-­in came a humble, dreadful weariness. I knew we should go to sleep when we went to bed. We would sleep in a world where the thing existed. We would wake up to a world where it existed . . .


    ‘Tomorrow,’ said Hermione, ‘we go and see the house agent.’


    The house agent had his office in a quite different part of London. A palatial place, with an all-­glass front. Built during the boom, maybe. Now, in the slump, his windows were still full of houses for sale; but several desks behind were empty, with idle phones and dust-­covers over the word processors.


    No doubt if there hadn’t been a slump in the housing market, he wouldn’t have had time to see us. But you could tell he hadn’t been doing anything. The chrome balls of his executive toy were still moving, infinitesimally.


    A tall, well-­built man in his forties; blond hair bleached by the sun, very tanned. Not a tan acquired in England.


    There were several bits of golfing memorabilia on his desk. Maybe he took golfing holidays in Mallorca. My heart sank. I never met a golfer yet with a big heart. Or a big brain. Still, he fancied Hermione well enough to get to his feet and shake hands.


    ‘Abbeywalk?’ he said. ‘An interesting property. In a sought-after district.’


    ‘You’ve seen it?’ asked Hermione.


    ‘Only photographs. I don’t keep dogs and bark myself.’


    His small dark eyes priced us up and down. ‘You don’t give the impression of needing a cheap bed-­sitter . . .’


    ‘We’re interested in buying the house,’ said Hermione. ‘Or could be.’


    ‘On whose behalf?’


    ‘I’m not empowered to say at the moment.’


    ‘I hope they’ve got a big bank account.’ He said it very offensively. ‘In any case, it’s not for sale. Not at any price. My client was absolutely adamant about that. Rent, yes, welcome. Sale, no. There is considerable development potential, when the market picks up again. Besides, my client has no need of the money. He passes most of the time travelling the world, spending it. I wish I had his loose change . . .’


    ‘Who is your client?’


    ‘I am not empowered to divulge his name. He has no wish to be bothered. He made that quite clear when he handed the house over to us, last year.’


    ‘So some other agent had it before you?’


    ‘Some other agent, yes. Again, I am not empowered to divulge the name . . .’


    ‘Everyone seems very cagey. Have there been complaints?’


    ‘Not that I know of.’ But his blink-­rate went up quite markedly. ‘May I ask just who you are representing, madam?’


    ‘I am not empowered to divulge his name,’ snapped Hermione.


    ‘Then I think I will wish you good day. Miss Hereford will show you out.’ He pressed a buzzer on his desk.


    Miss Hereford was a big girl; and there was an even bigger man standing behind her, craning his head to get a look at us.


    There was nothing to do but go.


    As we regained the street, Hermione said, ‘That’s all you need for a black hole to survive in our society. Somebody who couldn’t care less. Providing he’s paid well enough. I think he thought we were TV people. There has been trouble.’


    I stared sadly at the passing buses and taxis. They were trying to persuade me that life was OK and quite normal.


    They weren’t making a very good job of it.


    ‘Do you think the present owner knows?’ I said. ‘He’s getting all that money from somewhere. And I’ll bet it’s not by renting bed-­sitters.’


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 13


    We were still drinking our first coffee and smoking our first cigarettes next morning, in our dressing-­gowns, when there came a heavy knocking at the door. A peremptory knocking, a knocking of authority that made the front door seem very thin.


    ‘Fuzz?’ asked Hermione wearily.


    ‘Sergeant Crittenden rides again. I’ll let him in.’ I went down, fearing what he might have to tell us.


    But it wasn’t the fuzz. It was my employee, James. Except that he didn’t look like my employee; he gave me a look of grand contempt and said, ‘Mr Morgan, may we come in?’ There were three others, gloomy large men in long dark overcoats in spite of the sunny morning. They looked like they never took them off. They made the police look like boy scouts in bob-­a-­job week.


    They settled on to Hermione’s graceful little chairs, and turned her cosy lounge into a court of law. Worse than a court of law.


    Mr Maidment. Mr Crombie. Mr Shaftesbury. I fixed it in my mind that Mr Maidment was quite old, with a nearly entirely bald head when he finally took his dark trilby hat off. Just a few dark strands combed across, like seaweed on an empty beach. Mr Crombie was the youngest, not much over forty. Mr Shaftesbury was the one who was neither Mr Maidment nor Mr Crombie. They had not offered to shake hands. They put down their hats as if fearing pollution wherever they put them. They looked at the room, at the little untidinesses, and turned it into a brothel. They looked at Hermione and turned her into a tart. They looked at me and turned me into a fallen sinner.


    Mr Maidment looked at me harder still.


    ‘Tell us, Mr Morgan, what has happened since James left you?’


    I tried asking myself who the hell he thought he was, but it was no use. Their authority, their certainty, their righteousness was a wall you could hammer against till your fists bled, and it wouldn’t do any good. I had not felt so small since the last time my headmaster summoned me to his study, back in 1958.


    So I began to tell them all that had happened. It seemed the easiest way to get rid of them. I was looking for paths of least resistance by that time. They were good listeners, I’ll say that for them. And they expressed no surprise at anything I told them. Just nodded occasionally, in a grave way, as if their worst fears were being confirmed. Just once, Mr Shaftesbury muttered something to Mr Maidment that sounded like Latin. ‘Malleus malificorum’, I think. Mr Maidment gave him a look that silenced him immediately.


    They heard me out to the finish. At the same time, they seemed to regard Hermione as a creature of no importance, as if only men were worth listening to, however sinful they might be.


    At the end, Mr Maidment said, ‘Was it your impression that the seat of the creature was in the cellars?’


    ‘Yes,’ said Hermione. He gave her a look as if he was surprised she was there at all, and disgusted that she should dare to speak. When he had stared at her enough for his purpose, he returned his gaze to me. And asked me the question all over again.


    I wanted to say, ‘Why can’t you take Hermione’s word for it?’ But all that came out was a weak ‘Yes’.


    ‘Has the creature any force outside the house?’


    ‘No,’ I said. ‘I don’t think so. Only . . . through the mud from the Pond. Or the things we took out of the Pond.’


    They all three nodded. ‘A binding prayer,’ said Mr Crombie, with a little flicker of excitement in his dark sombre eyes.


    He got the same treatment as Mr Shaftesbury had got. This Maidment creature, did he think he was God?


    ‘In the cellars, was there . . . stonework? Old stonework?’


    I wanted to say, ‘Ask Hermione, she was in front.’ But it died on my lips. So I said, ‘I caught a brief glimpse of some old rough stonework.’


    ‘Have there been any instances of people snatched from their beds? Unexplained pools of blood or pieces of flesh in the open air?’


    ‘Not that I’ve heard of. The only people we know have vanished have been those who lived in that house.’


    He nodded, and seemed relieved. If such a face could show relief.


    ‘So it holds. But for how long? If the house was to be demolished . . . the only solution is fire. Fire to the foundations. Fire beneath the foundations.’


    The other two nodded. They got to their feet. They looked down at poor James, who tried to raise his eyes to them, like a beaten spaniel, in a way that made me sick.


    ‘James will see to it. When you are ready, James, let us know. We will be there.’


    And then without a word, without a thank you or a nod, they left.


    When the front door had closed, I exploded.


    ‘Bloody nerve. Who the hell do they think they are?’


    ‘They’re the ones who understand,’ said James. ‘They’re the ones who know what to do. What must be done.’


    ‘Oh yes,’ I said. ‘They’re very good at giving orders. Just burn that house down, James. You could get ten years in prison for that. But we’ll come and watch, James. It’s just that we don’t want to get our own hands dirty.’


    ‘You don’t understand, Mr Morgan. I know it’s been bad for you, but if that thing broke out of the binding prayer the monks must have put on it . . .’


    ‘How do they know the monks put a binding prayer on it?’


    James looked at me long. ‘I’ll only ask you one thing, Mr Morgan. Would you ever set foot in that house again?’


    I collapsed like a house of cards.


    ‘But as to how I do it,’ said James grimly. ‘Just a fire won’t do, you see. Not ordinary fire . . . they’d just redevelop the site and it could start all over again. And if the excavations loosen the binding prayer . . . then . . .’


    Hermione stirred in the corner. She said, almost dreamily, ‘You would need something like the Greek fire the Byzantines used. Something that would creep and drip and cling and go on burning . . .’


    I said, ‘You mean like napalm? How the hell would we get napalm? Ring up the USAF at Mildenhall and ask them if they’ve got any second-­hand napalm going cheap?’


    ‘The stuff they made Greek fire with is quite common – still in industrial use. Burning pitch . . . phosphorous . . .’


    ‘How do we get that?’ asked James.


    ‘Mossy might have contacts . . .’ said Hermione.


    ‘And who’s going to pay Mossy?’


    ‘Stop being so trivial and childish, Morgan . . .’


    ‘And how do we get it inside? It’s not going to just sit there and let us . . .’


    ‘We’ll just have to work it out, Morgan. Won’t we?’


    ‘Tomorrow night,’ said Mossy down the phone. ‘I’m sorry, but my bloke says it’ll be ten thousand quid, Mr Morgan. Five thousand for the Landrover – the number-­plates will slip off easily, and the engine and chassis numbers will be filed off. It won’t be traceable. And he’s shown me how to use the electronic timer. The Semtex cost a bit – it’s getting very dodgy, Semtex, thanks to our friends across the Irish Sea.’


    ‘Ten thousand quid?’ I squealed.


    ‘That’s delivered to the site at a time of your choice. He’s taking the risks. And he wants cash – tens and twenties, used notes. Right?’


    ‘Right,’ I said wearily. Anything to get out of this hideous fairyland. Anything to get back to bodging up antiques and cheating the good old British public again.


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 14


    Why did everything go wrong that night? Was it just that we hadn’t planned properly, hadn’t reconnoitred thoroughly enough, not wanting to go near the place till it was time? Or was the creature reaching out to us, through the very flecks of mud engrained in our skin?


    We crept into that accursed garden in good enough time; too early, perhaps, through nervousness: having left the cars parked not too far away for a quick get-­away. Hermione, me, Mossy, James. We crept round the back of the house, and shone discreet torches on the great French window that was the only possible way in. It was as we remembered it: plenty of space to admit a Landrover, provided it smashed its way in through two slender carved columns of stone that looked like the grey leg-­bones of a giant.


    But we had forgotten the steep two-­foot step leading up to the window. Which even a Landrover in bottom gear might find impossible to climb.


    We stood, utterly dismayed, until Mossy said. ‘We’ll have to build a ramp.’


    ‘With what?’ My heart was in my boots.


    His torch flicked round. ‘Plenty of stones in the old rockery. Branches. And the suitcases in the outhouse. Some of them look solid enough.’


    So we slaved, sweated in the warm night. The suitcases, pulled into the open air, looked like the pathetic possessions that doomed Jews left, at the entrances to the death-­camps. But I felt a certain grim irony in the fact that the dead too were having their revenge.


    We finished the ramp at five to midnight. Stood back and waited.


    ‘Here he comes,’ said Mossy. Far off, up Belvoir Road, the rattle of the Landrover’s old diesel engine rose clear of the sound of background traffic, which in London never stops all night.


    ‘Got the money ready, Mr Morgan?’ whispered Mossy. ‘He’ll want to get away quick, once he’s delivered. He’s the nervous sort. And it is the right amount, isn’t it? It doesn’t do to shortchange that lot – you could get kneecapped.’


    ‘Counted four times, Mossy.’


    ‘Good.’ He breathed a deep sigh of relief.


    The Landrover hesitated outside the gate, then doused its lights and came silently bumping down the side of the house. The hand-­brake went on. A little man got out, handed Mossy the keys, and held out his hand for the briefcase of money. My hard-­earned savings were going God knew where, to serve God knew what cause. I badly wanted to see the face of the man I was giving it to. All I could see was a white ferret nose, sticking out between a turned-­up collar and a pulled-­down cap.


    But he felt my eyes on him. Turned and looked at me very hard, as if trying to memorize my face, as if to say, well, you wanted to see one of us, and now you’ve seen one of us. The eyes glinted like the eyes of a rat, caught in the torch-­beam. Only the eyes of a rat that was very sure of itself; a rat that knew it could bite and kill. I dearly wished I hadn’t looked at him; I dearly wished he hadn’t seen my face . . .


    Then he was gone, taking his number-­plates with him. We looked inside the Landrover. It was an old one: long wheelbase, hard top. All the stuff was there, the yellow chemical drums, the glass carboys of phosphorous in their metal baskets. And the small glowing figures on the electronic timer by the rear door. It reminded me of the black boxes that Ross and Makepeace still made . . .


    ‘Better get moving,’ said Mossy. ‘He’s set it. Ten minutes.’


    He got into the driver’s seat, restarted the engine, fiddled with the levers of the triple gearbox . . .


    ‘She lined up right?’


    We whispered soft instructions as he backed and turned the Landrover, lining it up with the French window.


    ‘OK, now?’


    He had leapt from the driver’s seat, before the Landrover began moving. It edged so slowly up to the ramp, in its very bottom gear. Began to climb. The front bumper touched the stone pillars. The pillars began to grate and creak. In one second, this purely mechanical creature, that knew nothing of the things of the spirit, that was impervious to both good and evil, would have entered the body of its host, like a poison pill . . .


    And then everything flew apart. With a crash and a crunch and a cascade of personal belongings, the ramp gave way. I saw, with despairing eyes, babies bootees spilling on to the old gravel. The Landrover humped up and fell, and humped up again, as it tried to climb the obstacle and failed. There was a whining within it, a smell of burning. The clutch was starting to burn out, as the sagging right front wheel turned slowly, pointlessly . . .


    I was ready to run. I saw it all, the whole disaster. The bomb would go off, outside the house. The phosphorous would spray everywhere, on the house walls, on the trees, on us . . . we would die, horribly. And the creature inside would live. And if the house did burn, it would only burn to the cellars, and be demolished, and the binding prayer would be broken and . . .


    Somebody knocked me aside, so I fell flat on my face. I saw a figure scrambling into the driver’s seat; heard the Landrover go into reverse, saw it roll back down among the trees.


    And then the gears crashed again, and the engine roared like a wild beast, and the Landrover came back towards me at a terrible pace. I just wriggled aside in time, and it flew up the remains of the ramp and crashed into the stonework, and stopped dead.


    Then again it reversed, steam pouring from its fractured radiator, and the gears crunched again, and now, screaming with the noise of tortured metal, its bonnet-­lid forced vertical by the collision, its tyres screeching and giving off black smoke, it plunged at the window again.


    There was a great tinkling of glass; the stone pillars bent inwards and snapped, and, with the heavy-treaded rear tyres still scrabbling and spewing massacred personal possessions, picture-­frames and shoes and even a gaudy china vase, the Landrover lifted itself over the sill like a great weary beast, and bumped across the floor inside.


    Until the floor gave way with a great splintering of wood, and the vehicle crashed down into the cellars and out of sight.


    And, as if to seal its fate, the wall of the house, weakened by the loss of the pillars, cracked and crashed down, filling the air with fine white powder.


    Inside, the engine howled and died, and there was a great silence.


    I heard, somewhere in the billowing dust, Mossy yelling, ‘Who was it? Who was it?’


    Somehow I knew utterly, fatally, that it had been Hermione.


    Until she called out weakly from further down the garden.


    ‘That bloke of yours,’ shouted Mossy. ‘I don’t know his name.’


    James. James, entombed, alone with the beast.


    In fear and trembling we climbed up the rubble and peered through the vast hole where the wall should be. Small stuff – single bricks, and slates – were raining down from the roof above.


    ‘James,’ we shouted. ‘James.’


    It was when we had quite lost hope that we heard the voice; a strong voice, a singing voice, from out of the depths:


    ‘Oh, my God, make them like a wheel


    As the stubble before the wind


    As the fire burneth a wood


    And as the flame setteth the mountains on fire . . .’


    ‘It’s him,’ whispered Hermione. ‘It’s James. He must be trapped in the driver’s seat. C’mon, we must get him out.’


    She started down; but Mossy grabbed her. ‘Not time,’ he shouted. ‘Fifty seconds to go.’


    So, like cowards, we left him, and ran, scrambled, to save ourselves.


    And not a moment too soon. From the depths of the earth came a short sharp crump and a small red flash, and a tremble under our feet. A shower of white stuff sailed out of the hole the Landrover had made, and splattered down among the trees. The smell was chemical, and hurt our noses.


    And then, it was as if it was instant autumn. A yellow flame blossomed among the heavy ornamental foliage overhead. And another, and another. Now there were dozens. And the flames began to drip downwards. Whole trees catching fire. A piece fell at my feet, and the long-­dead damp leaves began to smoke.


    ‘Get the hell out,’ shouted Mossy. ‘There’s nothing we can do here.’


    But we saw it all, from the front gate, through the front windows of Abbeywalk. The leaping red flames inside, that slowly turned into a molten heart of fire, and rolled and dripped among the fallen masonry within.


    And then, incredibly, we heard the voice again, still singing:


    ‘A fire goeth before him


    And burneth up his enemies roundabout


    His lightnings enlightened the world


    The hills melted like wax in the presence of the Lord.’


    ‘That’s from higher up,’ shouted Hermione. ‘He’s escaped. He’s on the first floor. I could swear it.’


    ‘You can’t tell that,’ shouted Mossy. You could hardly hear his voice, above the roar of the flames. ‘He could be anywhere.’


    But, as if in answer, we saw a human figure, gesturing, at a first-­floor window. James. Blackened. But James.


    ‘Jump!’ we shouted. ‘Break the glass. Jump!’


    But he paid no heed to us.


    ‘It’s got hold of him,’ said Hermione bitterly. ‘It’s got hold of his mind, now, like it got hold of us.’


    Now the window where James had stood was a mass of flame; the glass shattered and tinkled outwards.


    And all around us, through the darkened London air, came the sound of sirens. Police, fire, ambulance. Too late.


    A screech of brakes, a shower of gravel. Then Crittenden’s voice at my shoulder. Sarcastic as ever.


    ‘What’re you up to now, Mr Morgan? Arson? For the insurance?’


    I opened my mouth, but I never had time to think what to say.


    For I heard another sound now, another voice. A voice so huge it deafened. A voice of garbled syllables, in a dreadful language I had no wish to understand. A voice that must have been heard all over London. In St John’s Wood, and Chalk Farm, and even on the Heath. A voice of pure rage, that shouted and was silent.


    ‘My God,’ said Crittenden. ‘What’s that?’ Even in the ruddy light of the fire, his face was white and chalky.


    ‘That’s what killed Margie Duff,’ I said. ‘And Tony Tanner.’


    The dreadful yell came again. And there was more than rage in it now. There was agony and despair.


    ‘It knows it’s going to die,’ whispered Hermione.


    And so we listened in silence – police, firemen, even ambulance men – to those gigantic death-­yells. Almost, it invited pity. It is a fearful thing for any creature to die in agony. And yet, till the end, it repelled pity. It was a long time in dying, for it must have been a gigantic thing.


    By the time it had melted into silence, the whole of Abbeywalk was on fire. A dancing red showed in every window. Only the roof was still black, and that was showing forth wisps of smoke and steam from every crack, a grey wool that writhed round the pinnacles and gargoyles.


    It was then that we saw him. James. Clinging to a pinnacle, above a second-­floor gable. And still singing, though his voice was hoarse with smoke, and half-­choked with coughing.


    ‘Let burning coals fall upon them,


    Let them be cast into the fire,


    Into the deep pits . . . that they . . . rise not up again.’


    And at the same moment, I saw the top of a monkey-­puzzle tree in the front garden, rising to within a few feet of where he crouched.


    And something made me shout, ‘Jump, you silly sod.’


    The death of the creature must somehow have released him. He heard me. He turned and looked at me, as a normal human being might. Now, everybody was shouting ‘Jump’, as the first section of roof, at his back, caved in, leaving a red gaping mouth like a furnace.


    Whether sense came back to him then, or whether his holy work was done, or whether even a madman fears the fire, I shall never know.


    He leapt. He reached the thin tip of the monkey-­puzzle tree and embraced it. Under his weight, it began to bend outwards; more and more. Just when it should have snapped, it collided with another, smaller tree. Now both trees were bending outwards. I heard and saw the first trunk snap. The second one bent more quickly. And then James was catapulted off into the centre of a mass of rhododendrons and, inside it, we heard him crash to the ground. And then we were all running, and burrowing into those bushes like mad.


    I was the first to reach him, to hear his high panting. His two strong hands grasped me, and with their strength, I knew he was going to live.


    ‘They . . . that wait . . . upon the Lord . . . shall renew their strength,’ he said.


    ‘I don’t call that mounting up on wings as eagles,’ I said. I was that glad to have him back.


    Then the ambulancemen were moving in, with their calm, slow cleverness.


    ‘I suppose I ought to charge you with arson,’ said Sergeant Crittenden, taking me aside. ‘But I heard that . . . thing. And I reckon you did Wheatstone a public service. Now I don’t know what the hell to do. I mean, what are we going to find in there? What’s the fire brigade goin’ to find?’ He nodded to where a few firemen were playing their hoses to contain what was now just a deep pit full of glowing red ash.


    ‘A burnt-­out Landrover,’ I said. ‘I doubt you’ll find much else. I can’t see you getting a giant misshapen skull or thighbone. Not at that temperature.’


    ‘Pity,’ he said thinly. ‘A gigantic misshapen skull is just what our nick needs.’


    How could we have laughed? But they tell me people laughed in the Blitz, when they’d just been blown twenty yards by a bomb. We were none of us quite sane that night.


    ‘They will also find traces of phosphorous, all over these burnt trees. And pitch, and Semtex . . .’


    ‘Oh shit,’ said Crittenden. ‘Bought the stuff off the IRA, did you?’


    ‘Don’t know. He didn’t leave a calling-­card.’


    ‘Mebbe they’ll blame it on the owner of the premises. Mebbe they’ll think he was after the insurance.’


    ‘It couldn’t happen to a nastier guy,’ I said. ‘In my opinion, he knew perfectly well what was going on. Just went off to sunny climes, and let the thing get on with it.’


    ‘What worries me is the lack of evidence,’ said Crittenden. ‘Nothing to show.’


    ‘Oh, I’ve got something that will interest your forensic scientists,’ I said. ‘In an outhouse at my antique shop. A large model steam-­yacht. With contents. And they’re welcome to it.’


    We flung the doors wide. The smell was so appalling we had to wait half an hour for it to clear. And then it still hung around. I have never used that outhouse again from that day to this.


    Wearing the rubber gloves we use for stripping paintwork I gingerly lifted the hatch of the forward saloon of the Circe and craned forward, holding my nose.


    Crittenden looked long. ‘What was I supposed to see?’


    ‘Three tiny skeletons, about a foot long. One bigger than the others.’


    ‘Get away! And now somebody’s nicked them?’


    I poked at the top of three tiny white skulls, like pieces of eggshell, that still protruded from the stinking mass of ooze. But they dissolved under my hand. Like all the rest of the little skeletons.


    ‘Rotted away, I suppose,’ said Hermione. ‘On contact with the air.’


    ‘I’ll be in touch,’ said Crittenden, and backed out and went off to his car, holding a white hanky to his nose and blowing vigorously, to get the smell out of it.


    For a last time, Hermione and I stood on the shores of the Wheatstone Pond. The old crumbling tarmac had been mashed by the tyres of great lorries. Only odd lumps of the sandstone kerbing stuck up still, like an old man’s rotting teeth. The smell of brick-­dust, old sooty London brick-­dust, drifted to our nostrils on the breeze, as the line of three JCBs did their gnawing, trampling work, far out on what had once been water. The trees on the ornamental island were mere white stumps. Soon, under those great arcing jaws, they too would be gone. Next week, the earth would be brought in. Soon, grass-­seed would be sown. Kids would romp, and mums push prams.


    ‘I just hope all that foul ooze . . . is all gone,’ said Hermione.


    ‘Did you notice . . . the local crime figures jumped, just after they’d stopped pumping? A lot of the ooze must have blown round as dust, I suppose. I nearly gave up breathing for a bit, till the smell finally went.’


    ‘You wonder where the stuff’s gone now . . . bet its still upsetting somebody somewhere.’


    ‘In smaller and smaller doses . . . adding to the misery of the world.’


    ‘I suppose we shall never know exactly what happened to J. Montague Wheeler . . .’


    ‘I reckon it was like Faust and Mephistopheles. Mephistopheles offered Faust all worldly power, in exchange for his soul. Riches, women, all his wildest dreams. Well, I reckon J. Montague Wheeler’s wildest dream was to get inside his dinky model yacht, and sail it round the Wheatstone Pond. In the middle of the night. And it went horribly, horribly wrong. Maybe Mephistopheles got tired of J. Montague Wheeler and his sons. Maybe they were getting crazier and crazier. Maybe they were planning to sail the Circe in broad daylight, to the amazement of their friends in the Wheatstone Yachting Club, Steam Section. Maybe they were threatening to blow Mephistopheles’ cover with their little pranks. Maybe Mephistopheles couldn’t afford J. Montague Wheeler any more . . . or maybe his time was just up.’


    Hermione shuddered. ‘I used to have the same dream as a child. To become small, so I could sail on my little model yacht.’


    ‘So did I. It’s a dream most kids have.’


    ‘And all the other people, and all their dreams. I wonder what dream the Belgian girl had, or Tony Tanner, or Margie Duff? . . .’


    ‘We shall never know. We can only guess. Anyway, I’m sticking to faking antiques in future.’


    ‘And I’ve got an exhibition of model boats to prepare for the City Toy Museum. I don’t know how I’m going to face it.’ She hugged herself with both arms. ‘I know one thing; Circe is not going to be part of it. You can have her.’


    ‘Mr Makepeace can have her.’


    ‘Would you sell it to him, knowing what you know now?’


    ‘Once she’s scrubbed spotless, what his mind doesn’t know his heart won’t grieve . . . it wasn’t the boat’s fault. She’s a lovely bit of British craftsmanship . . .’


    ‘You’ll never change, Morgan, will you?’


    ‘Neither will you.’


    And on that we parted. How can you fall in love with someone who knows you too well?


    But we still dine out on the anniversary. Which is how I know what happened to the bloke who owned Abbeywalk. Hermione told me. He lost his grip on the stock exchange. The late 1987 crisis finished him, and he jumped out of a high window in San Francisco. It seems your sins do find you out in the end.


    Well, your big ones, anyway.
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    One


    Rose found the coast of Norfolk very different from the coast of Suffolk.


    In Suffolk, around Dunwich, the sea was eating the coast away. The soil cliffs crumbled, exposing tall slender mysterious towers of stone, which turned out to be medieval wells. The children, warned the cliffs were dangerous, still climbed looking for treasure. Timothy had found a vertebra, which he swore was human. It watched Rose beadily from the back shelf of the car. Till an old man in Southwold told her it was only a calf s vertebra; from a midden, not a grave. Whereupon she felt strong enough to ignore it.


    Dunwich was a land of fable, like Lyonesse. Once the fourth city of England! Seventeen churches overwhelmed by the sea since the Middle Ages, and local legend said you could still hear their bells tolling under water, on stormy nights.


    The old man at Southwold said the inhabitants of Dunwich would tell you any lie; even that a ship full of pianos was torpedoed there in the war, and that on stormy nights the mermaids still sat playing them . . .


    But in spite of his sarcasm, and the spookiness, Rose had liked the place. Dunwich was impending. Anything might happen at any time. The sea was a huge foggy roaring archaeologist, an angel of the Second Coming, when the secrets of all hearts would be revealed. At the moment, Rose would almost have welcomed a Second Coming; if only the secrets of her muddled heart could be revealed!


    But in Norfolk, around Cley-­next-­the-­Sea, she found the sea, perversely, was building the land up. The sea, which had always soothed her angry heart, was going away from her, giving up. The village, as if desperate to live up to its name, stretched like a thirsty despairing animal more than a mile from the roofless aisles of its medieval church, and still could no longer reach the sea. Its last gasp was a windmill with white sails and a red pantiled roof. For all its carefully nurtured beauty, it had the forlorn air of a traveller who had missed the last bus. Beyond stretched the grey flat foggy infinity of the salt-­marshes. The sea was nowhere to be seen without a long muddy walk, and she had neither the heart nor the energy to go looking for her salty friend. Here, the secrets of no hearts would be revealed. No resurrection, but a muddy burial, layer on layer. Nothing would ever happen here again, except the waves would cease even to be heard, and the fishermen cease to fish.


    She despaired, and wanted to go. But the children, like dogs, needed a walk, a sniff around, a nosy, as they called it. Or they would cease to be reasonable, and become unbearable.


    So they went to find the sea, down the grey endless path. The children kept finding strange objects and fetching them back, like retrievers. Except the objects today seemed singularly damp and unsavoury. The squashed body of a frog, flat as a pancake, but still with the grimace of death on its face. A small fish, all staring eyes, stripped backbone, and tail. But one mustn’t discourage the children. They had been taught to be curious; expected their questions answered. That, she and Philip had agreed on from the beginning. It was one of the few things they still agreed about.


    She wondered how much the children guessed. They had been told it was a holiday, but it was really a flight, a flight from Philip. She had to get away, before the balloon really went up, before she began yelling and he put that irrevocably understanding look on his face. Philip did not like rows; he undermined her with reasonableness, trapped her angry wasp-­buzzing with strands of logic, like a patient spider. Till she was unable to say anything; just scream inside.


    Her mother said she was a fool. Mother lapped up Philip’s flattery, couldn’t get enough of Philip. Philip was handsome; his designer glasses just made him look even more intelligent than he was. Philip was tall and as fit and lean as a low-­cholesterol diet and lots of squash could make him. Philip was successful; they had just relocated to a five-­bedroom house; with plastic Ionic columns round the door, and most of the front garden taken up with two tarmaced driveways, one marked ‘In’ and the other ‘Out’. Well, it was logical, wasn’t it? Just as logical as relocating when the housing market was falling. And so easy, relocating. Not like moving when you had to show dozens of interesting people round your house, and had marvellous back-­breaking packing-­up days, when you found stuff you thought you’d lost years ago. No back-­break now. Men came and did everything, while you went for a long lunch at a hotel. Except, without the crises, was it real?


    With Philip, was anything real any more? She had had a vague misty dream of Salzburg, brought on by watching Amadeus again. Before she could draw breath, Philip and his secretary had broken it down into flight schedules, business-­class airline tickets, bookings into five-­star hotels and the best seat-­reservations for The Magic Flute.


    She and Philip saw everything there was to see, in the right order, and were back home again before she could draw breath or smell an apple-­strudel. And then Philip saying, ‘But what else did you want?’ How could she ever explain she just wanted to get lost?


    Anyway, she thought wryly to herself, I’m lost enough now. As the mist closed over the windmill behind, through the mist far ahead she heard the sound of gently breaking waves. They must have walked a long way in the mist, moving from crab-claw to lion’s-­tail seaweed to shattered fishbox marked ‘Smith, Lowestoft.’ As they walked back, they left the sea, and returned to the edge of the salt-­marshes, to make sure of finding the path back to the mill.


    But there were several paths, and they all looked horribly alike in the mist. And in the end they must have chosen one too far east, because the windmill was slow making its appearance, and when it did it wasn’t a windmill but a low old house that hadn’t been there before.


    The house was very Norfolk; flint and dull red brick, except where storms had nibbled the corners, leaving patches of raw bright orange. Gable on the right, two dormer-­windows in the roof on the left; all covered with massive red pantiles that made the roof sag comfortably. The hedge had grown into a fat bulging jungle that had knocked planks out of the fence in front of it.


    ‘We can ask the way back to the mill,’ said Rose.


    ‘Mu-­um!’ said Timothy in a voice of despair, pointing at a small damp black notice that said


    to let or for sale apply beach house


    The lettering was new, untidy but decisive. No indication of which direction Beach House lay. Obviously aimed at locals; not yuppies in need of a country retreat, like all that stuff within an hour’s drive of Norwich Station. Its total unsuitability for yuppies enchanted Rose; as Jane said, ‘What a funny place to live. You’d never get a car up here.’


    Rose looked around. Maybe you could force a Land-­Rover through, given half a day . . . No TV-­aerial on the chimney. Not an upright pole in sight, that might have carried a telephone wire or a power cable . . .


    ‘Let’s have a nosy,’ said Timothy.


    The mother in Rose found the idea appalling. She was the least pushy of creatures. But her children looked at her, called to the child in her, as they knew they could. And the mist made it into a secret adventure.


    She pushed the gate tentatively. It was dug into the ground, hanging on half a hinge. She carefully lifted it and they walked up the old brick path that meandered between clumps of invading vegetation. Long dead plants grew up between the bricks that were visible.


    ‘Just like Sleeping Beauty’s castle,’ said Jane, mocking Rose’s old-­fashioned stories.


    ‘Sleeping Beauty’s got big feet,’ said Timothy, pointing to a huge pair of black rubbers sheltering under the porch.


    Rose eyed the rubbers nervously. They were smeared with clay; someone had got muddy fingers taking them off, and wiped those fingers clean across the black rubber near the top. The heels were well-­worn on the outsides, which should make the owner an optimist; but an optimist without the money to buy a new pair. Big feet indeed; and big feet made a big man. A big old man suddenly appearing and telling her off for trespassing, as if she were a child . . .


    ‘I think we’d better go . . .’


    ‘No, no,’ said Timothy, cunningly vanishing round the corner of the house and out of her power. She had to follow him, to get a grip on things. But he’d found something else. Vast thin plants towering above the general weeds, with bunches of yellow flowers at the top.


    ‘Cabbages run wild,’ he said.


    ‘Mind they don’t bite you,’ said Jane.


    But now Rose could see, under the burgeoning weeds, gooseberry and blackcurrant bushes, the outline of a whole wrecked kitchen garden. And another brick building at the bottom of that garden.


    ‘A little house,’ said Jane. ‘This one’s mine.’


    ‘ ’S’not,’ said Timothy on principle. They ran to it side by side, elbowing each other all the way. Wrestled to open one of the two doors. The building was a single-­storey job, not much bigger than a hut. But it had the same sagging pantiles, and even a little brick chimney.


    The first door nearly came off its hinges, as Rose got there. Over the children’s heads, inside, she could see whitewashed walls, and loose flakes of whitewash spinning on the end of cobwebs. And a broad unpainted box stretching from wall to wall, with an oval hole in the middle of it.


    ‘What is it?’ asked Timothy. ‘There’s a big bucket under the hole. Doesn’t half niff.’


    ‘It’s the bathroom,’ said Rose, feeling for once more knowing than her children.


    ‘Bathroom?’ said Jane, shocked. ‘You mean even in the middle of the night?’


    ‘There’s probably a new proper one, inside the house,’ said Timothy in his lordly way.


    ‘I doubt it,’ said Rose smugly. Not a chance of main drainage out here, and there was no sign of a septic tank. But she noticed, on the back of the outhouse door, a large rusty nail; and on the nail, large roughly-­torn pieces of newspaper.


    ‘Is that to read?’ asked Jane.


    ‘To wipe your bottom on,’ said Rose a trifle savagely. Spoilt little brats. That’d show them. Though, to be truthful, she’d never used newspaper in her life . . .


    But far from being put off, the children were utterly fascinated. Timothy took the bundle of newspaper off the nail. It was very brown, and began to crumble between his fingers.


    ‘This outhouse was last used on the fourth of June, 1981. Daily Mail. MCC weren’t doing very well.’


    ‘Bighead,’ said Jane. ‘What’s next door?’


    ‘Probably the wash-­house,’ said Rose, as she was rocked by the scramble to get past her.


    It was the wash-­house. With a huge iron boiler set in brick, over a tiny grate filled with white ashes.


    ‘They boiled all their clothes in here,’ said Rose, lifting the lid and peering down into the boiler.


    ‘Yuk,’ said the children together, holding their noses. ‘That’s not clothes.’


    The boiler was full of black liquid, giving off a very putrid smell.


    ‘That’s not clothes,’ said Timothy. ‘That’s supper!’


    ‘Probably hasn’t been used for a hundred years,’ said Rose with an attempt at lightness over a horrible desire to retch, as she slammed back the lid.


    ‘No, Mum, no,’ said Timothy, bending to the grate with the pile of white ash. He extracted another triangle of brown newspaper, charred at the edges. ‘June the first, 1981.’


    For some reason, that threw Rose pretty badly. ‘C’mon, let’s go. It’s nearly lunchtime. And we’ve got to find the car yet.’


    ‘Aw, Mum, no!’ they chorused. Timothy added, ‘This is the best thing we’ve done this holiday!’


    ‘Better than that rotten crazy-­golf at Cromer!’


    ‘Better than Indiana Jones!’


    ‘Even better than East-­Enders!’ From Jane, that was praise indeed.


    For the rest of her life, Rose was to blame herself. But at the time, it was two against one. And if they chose, they could make her life heaven or hell. In her rebellion against Philip, she needed allies.


    They peered through the dusty kitchen window, shading their eyes with their hands.


    ‘No faucets,’ said Timothy. ‘Just a sort of village-­pump thing. D’you think you have to pump the water up?’


    ‘ ’Spect so,’ said Jane. ‘Somebody’s left the washing-­up!’


    Dimly, on the big kitchen table, Rose could see a mug; and a plate, with the knife and fork and some furry things still on it.


    ‘I wonder . . .’ said Timothy. And the next second he was trying the kitchen door, with its two long panes of pebbled glass, and blistered maroon paint. To Rose’s horror, it swung open with a screech and Timothy vanished inside.


    ‘Tim, no!’


    But he was in the kitchen already, grimacing at her through the dusty window, putting his thumbs in his ears and wiggling his fingers. She dashed in after him, to restore order, with Jane hard on her heels.


    He pointed triumphantly to a dog-­eared calendar from a Norwich seed-­firm that hung by the sink, and said in deep booming sinister tones, ‘June the eighth, 1981.’


    Rose looked; every date til then had been crossed out, with a blue Biro cross.


    ‘And,’ added Timothy, ‘he had bacon and egg for breakfast, and didn’t finish it.’


    One look at the furry things on the plate nearly finished Rose.


    But the next second she heard his feet thundering up the stairs.


    By the time she finally got them back outside and on to the path, it was past two o’clock. And the mist was still down, and they were no nearer the car. Rose had the mildly desperate conviction that the day was going totally out of control. She had meant to take them round Holkham Hall. Or out to Blakeney Point to watch the birds.


    But instead they had looked under made-­up beds and found blue-­flowered chamber-­pots.


    ‘Potties for grannies!’


    They had got into everything, except the old locked cupboard in the wall of the sitting-­room, by the fireplace.


    Timothy had opened the cases of all the old clocks, and got them ticking, if only for a minute. They had found a rusty corkscrew and a rusty can-opener with a bull’s-­head on it, and wanted to know how they worked. She had never known them so fascinated, so absorbed, so gentle . . . education, she thought, practical history. They wouldn’t let them use can-­openers at Holkham Hall . . .


    And she herself had seldom felt so delighted, so safe.


    ‘It’s like Goldilocks and the Three Bears,’ she murmured to herself; but not softly enough.


    ‘Oh, for God’s sake, Mummy, cut the Goldilocks crap,’ said Jane.


    ‘Don’t use that word,’ said Rose. But gently. For she was totally in love with the sloping ceilings of the bedrooms, the old wallpaper with sprigs of flowers; with the old range in the kitchen, sorely in need of steel wool on the bright parts, and cleanser on the black. It was just like her own granny’s. So real. So unlike plastic Ionic columns and computers and car phones and plane reservations for Salzburg.


    Now, as she carefully closed the gate, the sun broke through the mist, for the first time that day. The low-­roofed cottage seemed to smile at her, its reds terribly old and red and its greens so luscious-fresh she felt like eating them.


    And at that very moment, Timothy said, ‘Hey, Mum, can we stay there? Live there for a bit? We’re only pissing about on this holiday. We’re not going anywhere, really.’


    It cut her to the quick; half-­destroyed her will, that they should guess so much. Why do we pretend our children don’t notice things, she asked herself, hopelessly. Why do we comfort ourselves by pretending they’re stupid?


    ‘Don’t be silly,’ she said feebly. ‘No hot water. No proper john. Nowhere within miles to park the car . . .’


    ‘Wouldn’t be any harder than camping,’ said Timothy, in his wheedling voice. That made her feel guilty, too. For years the kids had asked to go camping. But Philip said he liked comfort on his vacation, and needed to know what sort of people he was going to meet . . .


    ‘No electricity . . .’


    ‘Aw, c’mon, Mum! You’re worse than Dad.’


    Timothy could not have said a deadlier thing. She looked at their two expectant cherubic hopeful faces. If they didn’t get their own way, the rest of this vacation would be a desert. There were a million ways they could stick pins in her.


    And they were such fun, when they chose to be good. Such good company.


    ‘How would we get the cases from the car?’


    ‘I’ll do it,’ said Jane. ‘On my own.’ Her face was set; she really meant it.


    ‘And what about the john in the middle of the night?’


    ‘We could use the potties for grannies . . .’


    ‘I’ll take her down the garden,’ said Timothy hastily, before Jane wrecked the scheme. ‘I’ve got my torch.’


    Then they both chorused, ‘Oh, c’mon, Mum!’


    Why not? said a voice inside her. The house, for all its years of standing empty, was as dry as a bone. There was dust and rust, but nothing dangerous. This was England . . . And if the kids got fed up in a couple of days, it would be their own fault. And it wouldn’t cost all that much . . .


    She took a deep breath and said, ‘We’ll go and see.’


    ‘Aw, Mum!’ They hugged her with shining faces, as they had not done for years.


    


    


    

  


  
    Two


    Quarter of a mile up the path, they came to the village of Wallney. Not much of a village; four big farmhouses, a couple of rows of flint-­and-­brick cottages, pub, sub-­post office and an old-­fashioned red phone-­box. But enough to half-­restore Rose’s sanity. The owner of the house wouldn’t want to let it just for a week, or even a fortnight. This was no holiday cottage. The thought brought relief.


    But there was the Beach House, one of the four farmhouses. Well kept, but not a working farm. Weeds grew in front of the barn doors. Rose walked up the well-­kept front garden, and knocked on the door of the little glass porch. Too late, she realised the front door was never used. The porch was full of potted plants, several big ones right in front of the door itself.


    An inner door opened, and a grey-­haired woman in spectacles appeared. Respectable-­dowdy, with sharp blue eyes and a very stubborn mouth. She gestured angrily, indicating some other entrance that should be used. It put poor Rose one-­down from the start. She blundered for a long time round the barns and farmyard, trying to find a way through, until finally the woman opened a door in a six-­foot wall, and looked at her as if she was an idiot.


    ‘We’ve come,’ faltered Rose, ‘about renting the house. Only for a week or a fortnight . . .’ She was almost ready to take to her heels and run. Only the small eager figures on each side of her kept her steady.


    ‘Oh, come in,’ said the woman impatiently, and led the way with vigorous but erratic steps, as if she had arthritis but was trying to trample it underfoot by sheer will-­power.


    The kitchen they were led into was uncannily like the one they had just left, except it was shining and alive. There was a glowing coal fire, which cheered Rose up, even in the middle of July. A grandfather clock ticked soothingly. There was a bundle of knitting in a chair, and a tray laid for tea, with a glass sugar-­basin. Various chairs were occupied by various teddy-­bears, one wearing full-size spectacles.


    And straightaway, Rose was under a spell. This indeed was her granny’s kitchen come again. She felt very small, but very safe.


    ‘Sit down, sit down,’ said the woman impatiently.


    They sat, careful not to inconvenience the teddy-bears.


    ‘We’re interested in the house up the path, Mrs . . .’


    ‘Miss,’ said the woman decisively, as if that disposed of marriage for good and all. ‘Miss Yaxley. Were you thinking of renting or buying? Renting is thirty pounds a week; buying is fifteen thousand freehold, including the furniture thrown in.’


    Rose gasped at such bluntness. And such cheapness. Why, she had more than fifteen thousand pounds of her own money. She had a sudden wild vision of herself sitting in the cottage, writing to invite Philip up for the weekend. On to her own patch. Where he would be a little diffident, and do as he was told. The prospect was alarmingly attractive. In order to head her imaginary letter to Philip correctly, she said, ‘What’s the house called?’


    ‘Beach Cottage. Belonged to my brother. Just inherited it under his will. I’ve got no use for it. Takes me all my time to keep this place going, at my time of life. Much too much for me. Much too much.’


    ‘We thought we’d like to try it for a week . . .’ faltered Rose. ‘To see if the children like it. Then perhaps . . .’


    She was sure this woman would sweep away her nonsense with a flood of biting common sense. But Miss Yaxley seemed to be very much of two minds. She turned aside, and rubbed at a tiny spot on the chrome teapot, as if it was annoying her intensely.


    ‘It’s no place for children,’ she said in a low voice. ‘My brother was an old man . . .’


    ‘I think it’s brill,’ said Timothy, turning on his most charming smile like a searchlight. He had a swift eye for adult indecision. But Rose thought for once Timothy had overreached himself. Miss Yaxley gave him a grim look, as if to say children should be seen but not heard. She seemed to come to a decision and Rose was sure the answer would be no.


    So she was all the more amazed when Miss Yaxley said, ‘Very well. I don’t suppose a week can do any harm.’ She was still vigorously rubbing away at the spot on the teapot, which showed no sign of moving. Then she said, rather grudgingly but also rather guiltily, ‘I’ll only charge twenty pounds for the first week. You’ll have to clean the place up. Men live in such a muddle. They’re hopeless. But I’d like the rent in advance. Weekly in advance.’


    There was more thissing and thatting, but in the end Miss Yaxley drove them back to the windmill herself in her battered Morris Minor with the dry bird-­droppings turning into rust-­stains on the bonnet. Rose thought that, having made her mind up, Miss Yaxley was not only keen to get them into the cottage, but also curiously keen to get rid of them.


    They were done and settled in by nine. The children had truly amazed her. They’d worked like little Trojans. Rose was astonished that children could work so hard. Still, the whole thing had been their idea.


    Timothy, who was practical like Philip, had discovered a drum of paraffin in a lean-­to, filled the oil-­lamps and got them going. He used more paraffin, in a careful calculating way that brought her out in a cold sweat, to get the fire in the kitchen range going. He had also got the water-­pump over the sink to work. At first it had only made disgusting wheezing sounds, but Tim had poured water down it from a butt in the garden, calling it ‘priming the pump’ very professionally. At first it had pumped evil rusty red stuff, but now it ran clear, though Rose had visions of outbreaks of cholera and typhoid, and hurried dashes to the hospital in Norwich, and how would you ever get an ambulance up that path but if you boiled all the water . . . Now he was winding up all the clocks and really getting them ticking.


    And Jane had sweated up the path many times with the luggage and then gone with a huge list of groceries to the sub-­post office, and staggered back again, still without complaint, and even thought to buy all available hot-­water bottles. And boiled huge black kettles, and shoved all the hot-­water bottles into the beds, which did seem quite clean, thank God, only awfully dusty and sneeze-­making. Now she used the black kettle again to make tea, and settled down to drink hers.


    ‘We’re a nine-­days’ wonder in the village,’ she announced. ‘Everybody staring at me and yak, yak, yak behind their hands. The woman in the shop asked me how long we were staying, and when I said only a week to start with she said, “Just as well, my booty, just as well.” What on earth do you think she meant by that?’


    ‘Cholera,’ said Rose, in a mock-­hollow voice. ‘Typhoid, dysentery. Double pneumonia from damp beds.’ She was hovering uncertainly between hilarity and hysteria.


    They stared at her, amazed. Then Jane said, ‘Mummy made a joke.’


    And Timothy said, ‘You’re quite good fun, really, Mum.’


    And Rose could’ve wept.


    She walked up to the phone-­box through the dusk. Timidly cancelled their reservation at the hotel that had been expecting them since six o’clock. Feeling very guilty, though the girl on the desk couldn’t have cared less. These were hotels that Philip’s secretary had booked for them, because they belonged to a branch of Philip’s firm, and he got a good discount. They were comfortable but all the same inside, and boring, with fat salespeople filling the TV lounge after dinner, snoozing over quiz shows. Whereas she was mistress of Beach Cottage . . .


    Then she rang Philip, her head whirling with excuses and defences. And got the answering-­machine. When his clear commanding voice said, ‘Please speak after the tone,’ she gabbled the address of the cottage, said, ‘Explain later,’ and fled.


    The mist was returning over the salt-­marshes as she walked back. Not dense, but ghosting everything, as Rose put it to herself. Making slightly and delightfully menacing shapes that turned out to be only a stunted tree, or a can of farm chemicals left on a gatepost. She felt absurdly young for thirty-eight, in a way that amazed her; she felt like kicking up her heels in spite of her tiredness. The distant glow from the windows of Beach Cottage was very welcoming, and the smoke from the chimney. This is how I felt when I was eighteen, she thought in delight. And one of a goodly company. Oh, Philip, Philip, what have you been doing to me?


    Her children went on amazing her, through an evening of gentle lamplight and firelight. The way Jane said with authority, ‘I’ll make the supper-drinks now.’ And later, shyly, ‘I’ve brought my new ghost-­book. Will you read it to us, Mum? You read so well!’


    Fancy her remembering, after all these years.


    After the story, there was a good satisfied silence. Then Timothy said, airily, ‘This place is quite ghosty.’


    ‘How . . . what?’


    Timothy laughed at having flurried her. ‘ ’S’all right, Mum. I only said quite ghosty. Just a little mystery, really.’


    ‘What, for heaven’s sake?’


    ‘Well, this was old Mr. Yaxley’s house, right? His rubbers by the door, his dirty dishes still on the table, right? And Miss Yaxley’s just inherited it, right?’


    ‘Right!’


    ‘So why is everything seven years out of date? As if nothing’s been touched in here for seven years?’


    It shook her. Because she couldn’t think of any sensible explanation. ‘Oh, something legal, I expect. Legal and boring,’ she said at last.


    Timothy laughed, and Jane laughed with him. ‘Poor old Mum,’ said Jane. ‘We won’t let it get you, Mummy! Promise!’


    ‘Yeah, promise,’ said Timothy, going back to reading his book on the hearthrug by the light of the fire, swinging his legs in pure contentment.


    She consoled herself that they were both romantics, at least. Much more like her than Philip.


    ‘There’s a man at the back door,’ said Jane. ‘He says he’s come to do for us.’


    Rose finished brushing her hair and slipped a big sweater on, over her jeans. Jane had brought her a cup of tea in bed and she’d taken it as an excuse to lie in, and listen to the sounds of the kitchen pump being cranked, the range being cleaned out, and a brisk row about how dangerous paraffin was unless you really knew what you were doing. The young master and the young mistress of the haunted castle were obviously hard at it, and she felt the urge to enjoy their efforts, while they lasted.


    ‘What does he mean – do for us?’


    ‘Dunno,’ said Jane. ‘I asked, and he just dropped his eyes and shuffled. I asked him in as well, but he wouldn’t come.’


    ‘What does he look like?’


    ‘He’s got muddy rubbers and hairy arms and he smells a bit, but not too bad. I think he looks like a dog, but quite a nice dog. He says he’s called Nathan Gotobed. Isn’t that a scream?’


    ‘Shhh,’ said Rose. When Jane got enthusiastic, her voice carried.


    But she had to admit, when she’d flustered her way down the narrow steep dark stairs, that Mr. Gotobed did look exactly like a dog. A blunt-­faced jowly sort of dog, with streaks of silver in his black hair, a farmer’s three-­day growth of whiskers on his face, and his spectacles mended with black adhesive tape.


    The sort of dog her children had always played with on the beach, and longed for at home, and never been allowed. She sighed. She had a feeling that if the kids had their way, she was going to hear a lot of the life and times of Nathan Gotobed. They sort of collected people who drove Philip mad.


    ‘Morning, missus,’ said Nathan Gotobed, touching his cap, his eyes everywhere but on her. ‘I’ve come to see to the um, you know.’


    He jerked his huge stubby-­fingered hand towards the brick hut at the bottom of the garden. ‘Always saw to it in old Sepp Yaxley’s day. Twice a week, though three times is better. That keep it nice and sweet.’


    ‘Yes, by all means,’ said Rose, her hand flying to her throat as if to choke herself lest she be tempted to mention the apparently unmentionable. ‘Three times a week will do nicely. Do you want paying for the erm . . .’ Words failed her.


    ‘That’s up to you. You can pay at the end of the week,’ said Mr. Gotobed, shuffling. ‘When you’re satisfied it’s nice and sweet. And where do you want it put?’


    ‘Er . . . where do you suggest?’ The Green part of Rose’s mind wrestled with the ecological implications.


    ‘Sepp always liked it dug into his potato patch. Gave him some luvly good taters. But you ain’t got a tater-­patch no more.’ He surveyed the wreck of the kitchen garden with deep sorrow.


    ‘I think you’d better just take it Away,’ said Rose. ‘Yes, Away.’


    ‘Right. Away,’ said Mr. Gotobed. ‘There’s plenty as’ll be glad of it, mixed with a few ashes. So ashes’ll be all right then?’


    ‘Yes, ashes will be fine,’ said Rose. What else was there to say?


    ‘Just give the ashes a good stir with a stick, now and again. Keeps it sweet.’


    He paused, as if to consider when to See to Things. ‘Best done After Dark,’ he added. ‘What the eye don’t see, the heart don’t grieve.’


    ‘Quite,’ said Rose.


    ‘Anything else you want seeing to? I only do Outsides, yer know,’ he added, very hastily.


    Rose surveyed her Outsides – the tangled green jungle. She had the awful feeling that Philip would come roaring down to sort her out, within a week. And she would definitely be one-­down if Philip saw her Outsides in this state. It seemed slightly mad to spend money on the garden when you might only stay a week, but, well, it was all slightly mad anyway.


    ‘Could you weed the gardens? But leave any nice plants. There seem to have been some roses . . .’


    ‘Aye. Sepp was a great man for his roses, in his day . . .’


    Another profound sigh, which gave her the courage to say, ‘How long has Sepp . . . Mr. Yaxley . . . been . . .’


    ‘Gone? Seven year, this June.’ Yet another deep sigh.


    ‘His death must have been a great shock to you,’ said Rose, all sympathy.


    ‘Dead? Who said Dead? Sepp’s been gone this seven year. But I didn’t say Dead.’


    And before she could ask more, he was lumbering down towards the brick shed that was the greater part of the Outsides. Where she did not feel inclined to follow.


    She turned to see her children, apparently seriously ill with some disease that caused shining, almost tearful, eyes, bright red faces and lips pressed so close together that not even a knife could have separated them.


    ‘Sepp’s been Gone for seven years this June,’ said Timothy. ‘I didn’t say Dead, I said Gone.’ It was a perfect imitation of Mr. Gotobed, except his voice was hollower, deeper, scarier.


    ‘When are you having your Outsides seen to, Mummy?’ Jane’s impersonation was, if anything, even better.


    Then they flew past her, straight to Mr. Gotobed, with the avidity of vultures coming in on a newly found kill.


    She spent the morning doing housework; which she normally loathed. But it had to be spotless before Philip descended; Philip wouldn’t have listened to Darwin, Marx or Einstein if he had found the smallest speck of dust in their studies.


    Besides, this wasn’t so much housework as archaeology; or playing the detective at least. She couldn’t do a thing without getting to know Sepp Yaxley. His suits still hung in her wardrobe. She held one against herself. He had been a big man; six foot two at least. And an old-­fashioned man indeed, given to lace-­up shiny black boots, braces, suspenders and shirts with detachable collars and collar-­studs. His fretwork pipe-­rack made him a smoker, and the large collection of charred pipes a heavy smoker of many years’ standing. And the vase of folded newspaper spills in the hearth made him a frugal man, not a waster of matches. She unfolded the spills, and found, with a slight shiver, the date June the second, 1981 . . .


    In one thing, Miss Yaxley had certainly been wrong. Sepp had not been an untidy hopeless sort of man. The place was very dusty, yes, but apart from the plate and mug on the kitchen table, scrupulously tidy. He’d had no sense of arranging things to their best looking advantage, like a woman. But everything was in its grim, workmanlike place.


    Which was what threw her, when she found in the bedroom that had been his (the only bedroom with a used bed and striped pyjamas under the pillow) a pocket-­watch, a silver hunter, hung on a bedside stand shaped like a brass windmill.


    If Sepp Yaxley had gone, he had gone without his watch. What kind of prudent frugal man leaves, and doesn’t take his silver watch? And why hadn’t Miss Yaxley taken the watch for safe-­keeping? There must be thieves, even around here, and a cottage empty for seven years, with an open back door . . . It didn’t add up at all, especially as no thief had taken it.


    The watch said ten to six. But, she told herself angrily, that meant nothing. A watch can run down any time. God, I’m getting as bad as the kids . . .


    But she made up her mind to take the watch to Miss Yaxley at the first opportunity. It was wrong, leaving it lying around. Putting temptation in people’s way. She thought her kids were honest, if any kids were today, but even with the nicest kids . . . they were nosy little magpies, who mightn’t realise the value of it. Besides, it would give her the chance to ask Miss Yaxley questions. Questions needed asking.


    Sepp’s home-­made bookshelves gave her even more food for thought. All good solid old hardbacks, their spines much more faded than the rest of their covers. Paperbacks hadn’t existed for Sepp Yaxley. But Karl Marx was there, well thumbed. Next to the Bible. Next to bound copies of Old Moore’s Almanac and Nostradamus. Not an ignorant farmer; more some kind of rural sage. A book by Aleister Crowley, that she put back as if it was red-­hot. Next to the Gardener’s Yearbook . . . Then she felt the need to get on. In case Philip came.


    The other thing she noticed was how busy the path to the sea had become. All kinds of folk, but mainly the elderly, strolling in leisurely fashion, carrying such a strange variety of objects; shopping bags and spades, fishing tackle and a large red cabbage. At first she thought the sunshine must have brought them out. But since they returned in the other direction after a very short time, still bearing the same burdens, she formed the suspicion that the burdens were merely excuses, and that they had really come to inspect her and her family. Each, as they passed, had a word with Mr. Gotobed, hard at work in the garden.


    ‘Now then, Nathan! How are you gittin on?’


    ‘I’m all right, Tom.’


    ‘These’ll be the children, then?’


    ‘That’s right, these be the childer.’


    What empty lives they must lead, she thought, shaking her duster out of the window, to make us into a great show! It also piqued her that no one noticed her. No eye was raised, even when she shook out the duster. No hand was waved in greeting. She would have liked to have waved back, given them a smile.


    Having told her the previous night what good fun she was to be with, the children spent all the morning with Mr. Goto-bed.


    ‘Mr. Gotobed brought a great barrow-­load of ashes,’ said Jane over lunch.


    ‘Aye, she be right sweet now, she be!’ said Timothy.


    They both giggled.


    ‘But he wouldn’t go in that wash-­house next door,’ said Timothy. ‘We tried to show him that yuck stuff in the boiler, but he wouldn’t go near it. He was scared to go in. He was sweating. He told us we must never go in there, little master and missus!’


    ‘Don’t be silly!’ said Rose uncomfortably.


    ‘All right. You try him. Try offering him five pounds to empty that stuff from the boiler!’


    ‘You mustn’t pester him, or make fun of him. It’s cruel!’ said Rose. ‘Besides, what if he didn’t come back? We’d be in a right mess then, wouldn’t we? D’you want to walk up to Miss Yaxley’s every time you want the toilet?’


    That made them thoughtful; for a moment. Then Timothy said, ‘He’s dead scared of cats, too!’


    ‘How’d’you know that?’ Rose almost snapped. After a hard morning’s housework, it was too much that they were trying to scare her. She felt mildly betrayed.


    ‘A cat came. It sat on the wall. He threw clods of earth at it. Said that cats were nasty dirty creatures that laid on newborn babes and stole their breath away. Said folks would never prosper, that kept a cat.’


    ‘Rubbish,’ said Rose. Then ‘What sort of cat was it?’ Rose, all of them, were very fond of cats.


    ‘Just an old black-­and-­white thing. It’s all right, he didn’t hit it. It dodged. We never saw it again.’


    


    


    

  


  
    Three


    After lunch, Rose decided to tackle the sitting-room. It wasn’t an attractive room like the kitchen. It was north-­facing, full of stiff cold Victorian furniture with the blue bloom of damp on it. A room, she thought, only fit for the minister to sit in, or funerals. But Philip would want to go in there . . .


    She had just started with the ancient wooden carpet-­sweeper when Jane came in, saying Mr. Gotobed wanted permission to lay the hedge. Rose looked out of the window at the jungly mass of hawthorn, and said he could, and the best of British luck. As she carried on with the squeaking carpet-sweeper, she heard the thuds of heavy hacking start outside. It sounded like a massacre, and for some reason she shuddered. Maybe it was just the cold and damp in the sitting-­room . . . He was certainly putting his back into it.


    As she was herself. A thick cold cloud of dust arose, seeping nastily into her throat, half-­blinding her. Seven years’ dust . . .


    It was while she was pushing furniture around that she found the book under the big armchair by the fireplace. It was quite unlike Sepp Yaxley’s other books. An old thin book bound in dull grey wrinkled leather that looked, she thought absurdly, a bit like dirty human skin. It seemed to have been sewn together by hand, with thin black twine. She opened it reluctantly. The pages were dirty and yellow, but firm and uncrumbling. They were covered with tiny hooked handwriting, not decipherable in this dim light. She had far too much to do . . . She left it on the arm of the chair, meaning to put it in the bookcase later.


    Then Timothy dashed in, to say come and see how incredibly clever Mr. Gotobed was being. He was not only cutting down the hedge, he was weaving it into a kind of basket-­work, half-­cutting branches and twisting them over. Timothy’s eager look was, as ever, irresistible. Besides, she was sick of the cold and dust. Wiping her hands on her backside, she strolled out into the warm balmy afternoon air.


    The first stretch of hedge had been reduced to a narrow five-­foot-­high barrier, as ingeniously woven as Tim had said. It made the garden look much bigger. Mr. Gotobed stood humbly panting and touching his cap, awaiting her approval and looking more like a dog than ever. It made her feel suddenly like the lady of the manor.


    ‘Lovely,’ she said. The wrinkled folds of his face split into a boyish grin, and she thought with a sudden tiny fear and sorrow that there was a hopeful schoolboy trapped, even inside the old leathery reptilian folds of Mr. Gotobed’s skin.


    ‘I’ll ha’ it all laid by tonight,’ he said. ‘That ain’t the right season for the work, really. That’s winter work, when theer’s nought else to do. But the ol’ hedge ’ll come again awright. That’s good to be hedgin’ again. In the old days, brother an’ me we could lay a hundred yards of hedge a day. But there in’t no call for them now, with them there cutters on tractors.’


    ‘Doesn’t it hurt your hands?’


    ‘Not if you’ve got the right tackle.’ He held up his hands. His huge stubby fingers stuck out of thick black ragged leather gauntlets. One hand held a glint-­edged billhook of a shape so savage it made her shudder. It might have cut down a tax-­collector in the Peasants’ Revolt.


    ‘Would you like a coffee? Or a cold drink?’ she said to the black weapons of massacre, afraid that her shudder might have given offence.


    He said, ‘A cold drink would do nicely, missus.’ Then he caught himself and looked suddenly worried, as if he’d let himself be carried away too far by the general good humour. ‘If you ain’t got a beer,’ he added cautiously.


    ‘I haven’t got beer. We’ve got Coke?’ It seemed absurd to be offering someone out of the Peasants’ Revolt a Coke. But he beamed at her now.


    ‘Coke ’ll do fine, missus. I like a nice Coke.’


    ‘Come in, then, come in!’ She led the way into the kitchen. ‘Straight from the can, or would you like a glass?’


    No answer. She turned, and found he was nowhere to be seen. Baffled, she went outside again. He was sitting in the boiling sun, on an old bench by the kitchen door.


    ‘Do come in! It’s cool in the kitchen! You could do with cooling off!’


    ‘No, missus, I’ll stop here. Sepp Yaxley allus let me sit here, when I was restin’!’ Behind his mended glasses, his face was stubborn, defiant, unknowable. Like a thick-­skinned reptile’s again. But there was the slightest quaver of panic in his voice, and his hands were shaking, though that might have been just the exertion.


    ‘Oh, suit yourself,’ she said, a bit put out; and got the can of Coke and gave it to him. Watched those thick stubby fingers pull at the tab, and need three tries to do it. His hands really were trembling.


    Oh, really, it was just age and exertion.


    There seemed nothing else to say, so she went back to her dusting.


    She left the mantelpiece till last. It was crammed with stuff. An American clock, that Tim had failed to get going. Several big bits of Staffordshire pottery, with whole arms and legs missing. Bundles of papers behind every one. An avalanche waiting to fall.


    She started cautiously at the left-­hand end. A miniature brass milk-­churn with a lid. But, careful as she was, she nearly dropped it. It weighed a ton. The thin wire handle cut into her fingers. Must be full of lead . . .


    She put it on the table and took the lid off and peered inside. It seemed full of pound coins; but oddly shiny new pound coins. Surely pound coins had come in less than seven years ago? She tipped them out. No, they weren’t pound coins. Too thin. A Queen’s head on them, but the wrong Queen . . . Victoria. She turned one of them over.


    Dear God, they were sovereigns!


    Sixty-­four gold sovereigns. By the time she had finished counting them, her own hands were trembling. She had nearly ten thousand pounds under her fingers.


    Astonishment turned into sudden fury. Leaving such money in a house let to visitors! Where there were children . . . it was criminal. Accusations of theft could start at any moment! A silver watch was bad enough, but this . . . !


    She was going up to give Miss Yaxley a piece of her mind. She shovelled the sovereigns viciously back into the churn, and was just marching to the door when another thought struck her.


    Was there anything else?


    She searched the rest of the mantelpiece with the grim thoroughness of a police inspector. It was as well she did. A teapot with a chipped spout. Full of greasy five-­pound notes. Over a thousand pounds!


    She shoved the lot into a tote bag, washed her hands, put on makeup and set out. As she went out the front gate, Mr. Gotobed was giving Jane a lesson in hedge-­laying.


    ‘Hack away from yourself or you’ll have your fut off in a minute. Sideways, away from ye’. Like this!’


    ‘Won’t be long – just nipping up to the village,’ she called. In a tone of cold fury that made Tim peer over the hedge at her, his face wrinkled up in bafflement.


    ‘Oh, you’ve brought Sepp’s watch,’ said Miss Yaxley, picking it up with a satisfied tightening of her lips. ‘It was his father’s watch before him.’


    Rose banged the milk-­churn down on the table.


    ‘An’ his sovereigns! He always liked sovereigns, did Sepp. Collected them when he was a boy. Said they’d never rot!’


    Rose banged down the teapot, with a force that threatened further damage to it.


    ‘An’ his petty cash!’ said Miss Yaxley.


    ‘A thousand pounds,’ said Rose, ominously.


    ‘He was never short of a dollar, Sepp.’ Miss Yaxley calmly shoved the money back into the teapot, and put the lid back on. She was showing no emotion at all. Rose felt so weird she almost let Miss Yaxley get away with it, as she matter-­of-factly stowed the stuff on her own mantelpiece.


    ‘I think I’m owed some explanation. My children might have . . . !’


    ‘I saw you had an honest face,’ said Miss Yaxley. ‘Or I wouldn’t have let the cottage. I knew you’d be up . . .’


    ‘That’s not the point. They’ve been lying there seven years. With the back door open. Anyone could’ve taken them, young tearaways . . .’


    ‘We don’t have young tearaways round here.’


    ‘You amaze me.’


    ‘Anyway, nobody round here would touch Sepp’s things.’


    ‘Why NOT?’


    ‘It was wi’ the lawyers. In the hands o’ the lawyers. Sepp wasn’t legally dead, til this June. We couldn’t touch none of his stuff. Would be agin the law.’


    ‘Then why didn’t the lawyers take charge of the valuables?’


    ‘Pro’bly they didn’t know he had any.’


    ‘Why didn’t you tell them?’


    ‘They never asked me.’


    Rose felt she was being led round in circles. She grasped for any solid fact in this madness. Desperation made her ruder than she ever usually was.


    ‘Would you mind telling me what exactly happened to your brother, Miss Yaxley?’


    ‘He just . . . went. Went out one morning an’ never came back. I don’t even know what morning it was. He always came up for his tea Fridays, and he didn’t come that week. Second week he didn’t come, I told the poliss.’


    ‘Didn’t the police search?’


    Miss Yaxley shrugged, head down. ‘They did, but . . . Sepp went out on the marshes a lot. Caught things. Tide can be treach’rous. Seven years you have to wait, before you can declare un dead. If there’s no body.’


    ‘But surely you could clear up his house?’


    ‘Got enough to do here. Sepp an’ me weren’t that close.’


    It was like beating your head against a brick wall, Rose thought. It was like being in the mist again. It was as if Miss Yaxley were speaking to her from a different land, where different rules applied. Where city people, police, even the law itself were a stupid uncomprehending nuisance. An older time . . .


    ‘I find all this totally incredible,’ she said.


    ‘Ain’t none of your business, is it? You come down here in your big motor with your two pretty children . . . what are we to you? You can go or stay as you like. Though what you find to do round here . . .’


    There was faint disgust in Miss Yaxley’s voice. The disgust of the rural for the urban. The disgust of the real for the unreal. The same disgust she herself felt for car phones and computers and yuppies. She felt the ground move beneath her, felt herself being pushed out of . . .


    ‘I’m sorry,’ she said abruptly. ‘It is none of my business.’


    ‘No bones broken, moi dear.’ Miss Yaxley too seemed to regret the clash, and want to make amends. ‘Thank you for bringing Sepp’s things. The money will come in nicely.’


    ‘Be careful when you take it to the bank. I think it’s illegal now, to hold so many sovereigns; if you’re not a bullion-­dealer.’


    ‘Not my crime, moi dear. An’ Sepp’s dead, isn’t he? Besides, folks don’t hold with banks much, round here.’


    ‘Can we . . . stay on? At the cottage?’


    ‘Stay as long as you like, moi dear. If that’s what you want.’


    ‘We’ve got a man seeing to us. Nathan Gotobed.’


    ‘Aye,’ said Miss Yaxley. ‘So I’ve heard. He did for Sepp.’ She said it with a hint of . . . Rose could not fathom what she’d said it with a hint of.


    When she got home, Timothy and Jane were still tucking in bits of the newly laid fence.


    But Nathan Gotobed and his terrible billhook were gone. And the hedge was only half-­laid.


    ‘A man came for him,’ said Timothy. ‘They had an argument.’


    ‘What about?’


    ‘We couldn’t hear. Did you find out anything else about Mr. Yaxley?’


    She gave him a startled look. ‘Why did you ask that?’


    ‘Oh,’ he said with an airy shrug. ‘We just thought you might have heard some gossip in the shop.’ Jane shrugged inscrutably as well.


    Rose had that awful feeling that everybody was hiding something from her. But she just said shortly, ‘They think he got drowned on the marshes.’


    ‘Oh,’ said Timothy. ‘That’s odd.’


    ‘What’s odd, for heaven’s sake?’


    ‘I thought he’d wear his rubbers to go on the marshes. And his rubbers are still here.’


    Rose couldn’t settle to dusting again. She felt restless, which disturbed her, because she wasn’t normally a restless person. Perhaps it was just the contrast between the warm sunny day outside, and the dimness of the house. She felt things were going on outside and she was missing them. She rationalised it into a trip to the shop. Jane made strenuous offers to go for her, but Rose said tartly, ‘My turn for a nosy!’


    As she re-­entered the village, her white Volkswagen Golf gave her an appealing look. It seemed terribly stranded and lonely stuck on the grass shoulder where the road ended and the path began. She felt a vague unease at the car being so far from the house, instead of parked in the drive as usual. She always thought it ironical, afterwards, that the first unease she felt was about the car . . .


    She checked the doors and trunk. Locked. But, inscribed on the dusty hood by a small finger, she found the legend


    THIS CAR IS DIRTY


    She smiled a little, because children were the same everywhere. Then she walked round checking the tires. And found scrawled on the trunk-­lid, by a bigger finger, the single word


    YUPPIE!


    Somehow, because the finger had been bigger, it upset her much more. And because she couldn’t have been further from being a yuppie. She got a sense of prejudice, determined ignorance, deliberate unfairness. A sense it was perhaps unfortunate she carried into the shop.


    It wasn’t a big shop, and there had been a pathetic attempt to turn it into a mini-­market, which made it seem even smaller. Where she had hoped to find brass scales, round blocks of real cheese and enamel adverts for Fry’s Milk Chocolate, she found the thin blue and white stripes of Mace, and garish star-­shaped price tags in fluorescent orange. There were one or two women idly contemplating the same old brands with a total absorption that would have done credit to the Buddha himself. Her approach had obviously been observed.


    The two shopkeepers stood behind their cash-register, as oddly assorted a couple as she’d ever seen. The man was tall and thin, with a balding sallow streetwise face that could never have been born in East Anglia. He had made some attempt to dress sportingly in an Arsenal sweatshirt, but there was dirt down the front of it from handling boxes. His wife was short and stout, with a very humped back under her navy print dress, and an upper lip and chin that had those straggling strands of facial hair that always made Rose want to curl up inside.


    ‘Aha,’ said the man. ‘Tracked us down at last, I see!’ He spoke loudly, for the benefit of the whole shop, with that kind of bumptious flirtatiousness and familiarity that always whines, when tackled head-­on, that it means no harm, just a bit of fun, can’t you take a bit of fun?


    ‘Good afternoon,’ said Rose stiffly.


    ‘From London, are we?’ The man’s grin was subtly offensive. Rose supposed that being the only source of groceries in the village, he could afford to offend his customers. She even began to think kindly of the impersonality of supermarkets.


    She snapped, ‘Richmond, actually! How did you know where I came from?’


    ‘Garage name on your car’s big enough,’ said the man.


    Was he the one whose finger had written ‘Yuppie’?


    ‘Anyway,’ said the man, ‘those of us from south of the river must stick together among these local yokels.’


    Rose sensed the female backs behind her stiffen; the silence in the shop had become electric.


    ‘I like country people very much,’ she said.


    ‘Jack Sydenham from Battersea,’ he said, sticking his hand out.


    ‘Six boxes of Swan Vestas,’ said Rose, nodding at the tobacco shelf behind the counter. The hairy-backed hand faltered, despaired, and fumbled for the matches.


    ‘Big smoker, then?’


    ‘Oil-­lamps to light.’


    ‘Yes, he didn’t have many mod cons, did old Sepp Yaxley. Settling in all right, though, are you?’


    ‘Quite comfortably, thank you.’ Rose was startled at the haughty frostiness of her own voice.


    ‘Saw you going up to see old Miss Yaxley. Yer bag was heavier going in than it was coming out again!’


    ‘Just a few things Miss Yaxley wanted.’


    She felt the silence in the shop deepen, if that were possible.


    ‘You haven’t found his crock o’ gold, have yer? Old Sepp was famous for the crock o’ gold he had stashed away.’ The man’s eyes were shining, his lips slightly parted, as if he was enjoying playing with fire.


    But before Rose could say, ‘I think that’s Miss Yaxley’s business,’ the woman behind the counter said, ‘We need some more Lilt, Jack. Go and get me a case of Lilt from the back. I’ll see to the lady.’


    It seemed an inoffensive enough remark to make, but the tone was dismissive. The light went out of Jack’s eyes, and he went without a word. Did Rose hear breaths quietly let out, all round the shop? What was it with Sepp Yaxley?


    The woman was pleasant enough, in her way, and brisk and helpful.


    ‘Don’t these other ladies want serving first?’ asked Rose politely.


    ‘Oh, they won’t mind, moi dear.’ The woman’s voice was truly Norfolk. ‘They’re only passing the time o’ day.’ She grabbed Rose’s tote bag, where it lay on the counter, and filled it briskly and efficiently with groceries.


    She also took a good look inside it. She was subtler than her husband, but she didn’t bother to be all that subtle . . .


    Rose left the mini-­market vowing to shop in Cley in future. She went back to the car, and hovered unhappily. She wished she could take it home with her. She glanced in through the windows. There wasn’t much to see. Just magazines on the back shelf. A Good Housekeeping of her own, an Indy of Timothy’s, a Jackie of Jane’s. And Jane’s spare pair of headphones for her Walkman. But Rose suddenly saw the objects as prying alien eyes must have seen them. A rich bitch and her two overprivileged spoilt brats . . .


    ‘Hallo,’ said a small voice at her elbow. It was a little girl, of the type given to accosting strangers with a knowing charm. The child dimpled. ‘You’re the lady from the Cunning’s house, aren’t you?’


    ‘The Cummings’ house?’ Rose frowned. Had there been someone called Cummings living there, before Sepp Yaxley?


    ‘No, no,’ the child frowned in unconscious mimicry of her. ‘Not the Cummings’ house – the Cunning’s house.’ She gnashed her teeth over the n’s in a way that was almost animal.


    ‘You mean the Cunninghams’ house?’ persisted Rose. She always believed in being patient with children.


    ‘No, no, no,’ said the child. ‘The Cunning’s house.’


    Rose gave up. Was everyone a bit mad in this village? She walked on back down the path. The child watched her go a long time, putting her thumb in her mouth.


    The child had done her best. It was a pity that Rose knew little of the older customs of East Anglia.


    After supper, she walked up to Wallney again, to ring Philip. Bracing herself for the encounter. Making his voice say, inside her head, the things he would say, and practising her smooth calm answers.


    ‘Rose, what the devil are you up to?’


    ‘Having a holiday!’


    ‘What’s your phone number?’


    ‘We haven’t got a phone number!’


    ‘Then how the devil am I supposed to get in touch with you, if something comes up?’


    ‘Why not write? Or drive up and see us?’


    ‘Now look, Rose! If this is another of your crazy schemes . . .’


    But when she rang the number, a neatly arranged pile of silver on the shelf of the phone-­booth beside her elbow, she got only the answering machine again, and all her witty replies died within her.


    Coming back, a little vexed but not yet alarmed, through a slight rising mist, she saw a cat sitting on the wall. A tabby cat. Not the one Mr. Gotobed had thrown clods at, then . . .


    She went out of her way to woo it, as a kind of defiance of all the invincible ignorance that Wallney stood for. She did what the best cat-­books told you to do with a stray cat, to avoid alarming it. She did not look at it directly. She yawned and stretched her arms gently above her head; anyone watching her would have thought her a lunatic.


    But the only one watching her was the cat. And on the cat, all her efforts were wasted. It made no attempt to flee, but continued sitting solidly on the wall. Its ears neither went down in alarm, nor pricked in curiosity. It needed no assurance that she was harmless. From long instinct, it knew she was harmless. It let her get within a foot; it let her put out her hand to stroke, with apparent indifference.


    She was shocked at how solid it was; at the hardness of the muscles under its dark tiger-­stripes. She was shocked at the intricate mangling of its torn ears, at the brutal massiveness of its wedge-­shaped head.


    It did none of the things that cats are supposed to do. It did not rub its cheeks against her hand, or offer its chin; it did not knead its paws on the wall-­top, or arch its back. It certainly did not purr. Its eyes studied the flight of birds across some distant field.


    In the end, it made her feel irrelevant and powerless. It offered her no threat of violence, but she came to think it was not a nice cat. She even grew a little nervous of its dark indifference to humankind.


    She finally went on her way, much put out. Thinking it was another bit of that massive ignorance, that brutal imperviousness that was Wallney.


    The cat watched her go. Watched her turn in at the gate where it knew she lived. Then, as if satisfied, it dropped down into the field behind the wall, and went about its own business.


    


    


    

  


  
    Four


    It was good to be home. There was a huge fire glowing in the kitchen range; a little too hot for comfort, but the kids’ willingness was warming, too, after Wallney. They looked up from the books they were reading, and the fire shone on the pleasure in their faces at her return.


    ‘I went up to turn down the beds,’ said Jane. ‘There’s a mouse in my bedroom.’


    ‘What did you do?’ said Rose in a flurry. She always felt irretrievably split about mice. You read in magazines that their urine gave children diseases, yet they were so timid, furry and defenceless. She had never had to cope with a mouse in her married life. Mice did not come where Philip was . . .


    ‘It was sweet,’ said Jane. ‘I took it up some cheese. I thought it might be starving. I mean, what’s it had to live on round here all these years? But it wouldn’t come out of its hole for the cheese.’


    ‘She bunged the cheese down the hole in the end,’ said Timothy. ‘The lump got stuck. The mouse can’t get out, now.’


    ‘It can eat its way out,’ said Jane.


    ‘How would you like to have to eat your way out?’ said Tim. ‘If you opened this door in the morning, and somebody had dumped a ton of liver pâté on the doorstep?’


    ‘I expect it will survive,’ said Rose hurriedly, before World War III could develop. ‘Want to play something before bed?’ She moved over to the heap of boxes; Monopoly, Othello, Trivial Pursuit Genus II that went with them on every holiday.


    ‘Can we play Dirty Scrabble?’ asked Jane. ‘Only Daddy won’t let us at home.’ Rose shuddered; they knew so many appalling words she had never known till she went to university. And Jane always objected to Tim’s scientific Latin ones, sticking to awful Anglo-­Saxon herself. They never said them out loud, it was true, but as you went on playing, the words already laid down stared at you so, and made you giggle. And it was wrong to giggle; it let down the grownup side.


    ‘It was a fieldmouse,’ said Jane. ‘I know, cos their tails are longer.’


    ‘Tripe,’ said Timothy. ‘It was just an ordinary house-­mouse. Fieldmice don’t invade a house till winter . . .’


    ‘How do you know, Clever Dick? It might have been a harvest mouse, the sort the Romans brought.’


    ‘Have you ever seen a harvest mouse, even in a book?’


    ‘All right,’ said Rose hastily. ‘Dirty Scrabble it is.’


    It was their last happy evening.


    At lunch the next day, Jane said, ‘Mr. Gotobed’s going to build you a rockery . . .’


    ‘A rockery? Whatever for?’


    ‘You can’t beat a nice little rockery, moi booty! With little plants a-­growin’ hare and there!’ Uncannily Mr. Gotobed’s old gravelly voice issued from her son’s soft childish lips.


    ‘But I don’t want a rockery. And Miss Yaxley hasn’t even been consulted . . .’


    ‘Too late,’ said Timothy. ‘He’s gone for a load of them stones.’


    ‘But where is he going to get stones round here? There aren’t any stones. And he hasn’t finished the hedge-­laying yet.’


    ‘I know. That’s the funny thing. He was laying the hedge quite happily, till he found what the rabbits had done.’


    ‘Rabbits?’ Rose’s mind began to sway again.


    ‘Rabbits in the garden, digging burrows. We found them and showed him. They weren’t very good burrows, not very deep. Three of them, all in one group. Mr. Gotobed filled them in again, and stamped the earth down hard. Said you didn’t want rabbits in a garden, they ate all the lettuce and cabbages.’


    ‘But we haven’t got any lettuces and cabbages worth saving . . .’


    ‘I know. We said that. But then he told us about building the rockery, and went off in a hurry.’ There was a sound of grinding outside, as they finished up their rather horrible fruits of the forest low fat yogurts, from the mini-­market. A grinding as of iron on stone, a rumbling, then an enormous thump. Then a second grinding and thump; then a third.


    They rushed out, to see three figures departing down the path, wheeling wheelbarrows. The first two figures were of young men in washed-­out jeans, but otherwise stripped to almost the level of the crack between their buttocks. They were bronzed and muscled like young Greek gods. The sort of men Rose always felt she shouldn’t be looking at, as they rested on their shovels at some roadworks, and Rose was stuck in the resulting traffic-­jam.


    The last of the trio was the well-­wrapped-­up form of Mr. Gotobed. He turned, when he was a good distance away, and waved reassuringly.


    Rose thought she ought to hurry after him. Unfortunately, entirely blocking the gate was a large and unstable heap of sharp-­edged stone, quite unnavigable to anyone wearing Clarks sandals, as Rose was. To anyone wearing less than very large hobnailed boots . . .


    The stone was a curious mixture; some good brown sandstone blocks, that looked as if they’d been filched from a historic monument; a lot of round stones about six inches in diameter, that Timothy said must have come from the fields; and lastly a lot of ugly shattered reinforced concrete, with rusty bits of reinforcement still sticking out of it.


    Timothy surveyed the treacherous and unsightly heap. ‘Now we know how the mouse felt,’ he said, to nobody in particular.


    By the time they had returned with three more barrowloads of stone, the argument was unwinnable. Rose just hadn’t the heart to make them take it all away again. They looked so hot and sweaty! And they meant so well; their grins were so boyish and pleased with themselves. She opened her mouth to chide, but only the offer of a cold drink came out.


    They all, instantly, said, ‘Coke please, missus.’ And then the two young gods were introduced as Harry and Dave, and enthusiastically shook hands with everyone having first wiped their hands on their worn-­out jeans with such vigor that poor Rose expected strands of pubic hair to become visible above their faded belts at any moment.


    Rose might, she supposed, have still kicked up a fuss had they intended to put the rockery somewhere quite unsuitable, like the middle of the front garden. But in the end they built it on a narrow patch by the path to the outhouse, close under the shadow of the hedge. She was so relieved at the site they had chosen that she felt almost grateful to them. They carried stone all the afternoon with great energy. Rose worried about how to pay them; but Timothy came back with the message that all they required was more Coke, and Jane went whizzing up to the shop for it. Then, quite suddenly, the gateway was clear of stone again, and they were gone, and she hadn’t got to worry about their jeans falling down any more, and Mr. Gotobed was back to his hedge-­laying, whistling to himself like a man with a job well done. Rose went to inspect the new rockery, tactfully, since he had made no attempt to show it to her. She had to admit they had made the best of a bad job. The pieces of concrete were towards the back, turned cunningly so that soil covered the twisting, rusted reinforcement wires. The big blocks of sandstone had been set on edge, so their corners jutted up like minute mountains. The smaller round stones had been wedged tightly between, not leaving an inch of soil exposed. The whole effect was of a decaying bit of Hitler’s West Wall, in miniature. With tank-­traps. Rose told herself it was the kind thought that mattered . . .


    By the time he went home, Mr. Gotobed had nearly finished the hedge-­laying. The only bit of hedge untouched was the bit that overshadowed the tank-­traps. But in his erratic way, he had left it, in the last half-­hour of work, and turned his attention again to weeding the front garden. Rose told herself to be charitable. It would be awkward to lay that bit of hedge now, swinging the billhook standing on tiny pinnacles of sandstone. Of course, he should have thought of that before he made the damned rockery! But then, she didn’t think he could be all that bright . . .


    The children were oddly troubled over supper. She kept on looking up from the Cornish pasties heated in the oven of the range, and peas and potatoes boiled on the open fire, to see them exchanging looks, nods and shrugs. Which they stopped, as soon as they saw her watching.


    She looked down at her plate, carefully slicing off a triangular corner of pasty as neatly as a surgeon, and said suddenly, ‘All right, what’s going on?’


    ‘You tell her.’


    ‘No, you!’


    After quite a lot of this, Timothy said, ‘Mr. Gotobed’s set snares for rabbits in the garden. They’re very cunning – you can hardly see them cos he’s wrapped grass round them – but I wondered what he was fiddling with so much, and after he’d gone, I looked.’


    ‘Snares?’ Rose’s blood was up in a second. ‘Do you know how snares work? Do you know how cruel they are? The rabbit’s neck goes through the loop, when it’s running along a path, and the rabbit struggles to get out and the noose tightens and tightens, until the rabbit slowly chokes to death. If it doesn’t choke on its own blood. Where are these snares?’


    Timothy had gone a bit white. ‘I’ll show you, Mum. There’s three . . .’ He led the small and shocked procession out of doors.


    The first was not far from the front gate. It was right against the hedge, opposite a small hole in the bottom of the hawthorns, where some small creature seemed to have worn a path in the long grass.


    ‘The rabbit comes running through there,’ said Rose. ‘And,’ she thrust her hand and wrist along the tiny faint path, and a noose of plaited grass closed tightly round her wrist; tightly enough to crease her pale flesh. And inside the plait of grass was the glint of plaited copper wire. And on the end of the loop of wire, a length of strong dull-brown cord. And then she heaved, and a big soily peg like a tent-­peg came out of the ground with a flurry of earth. ‘That’s how a snare works!’ She added, ‘I’m going to throw it in the trash can.’


    ‘There isn’t one, Mum,’ said Jane thoughtfully.


    ‘Mr. Gotobed takes all the rubbish away,’ said Timothy.


    ‘They are his snares,’ said Jane. ‘They look like they cost quite a lot of money . . .’ Her voice was slightly shocked.


    ‘Whose side are you on?’ demanded Rose. Then she said, ‘I shall speak to him, in the morning. Go and fetch the other two snares, Tim. And make sure you don’t hurt yourself . . .’


    But Tim seemed to have seen something in the surrounding grass.


    ‘Here’s one of the rabbit’s hairs,’ he said. ‘It’s very dark, for a rabbit.’


    ‘You get black rabbits,’ said Jane. ‘Witches used to keep black rabbits as familiars . . .’


    ‘What – in East-­Enders?’ asked Timothy, with mock-­serious interest.


    ‘No – in a book called Matthew Hopkins, Witchfinder-­general – clever!’


    ‘Oh, Matthew Hopkins – he’s in Dallas. I forgot.’


    ‘Why do you always try to make out I’m stupid when you go on and on making stupid remarks yourself that you think are funny and nobody else does only they’re too polite to say so . . .’


    ‘It’s getting cold,’ said Rose. ‘Let’s get back indoors.’


    She was just saying it to be tactful.


    So why did she shiver?


    They were bedded down for the night, in the low dim bedrooms with their sloping ceilings. The exchange of insults from bedroom to bedroom had finally ceased. Jane at least had put out her oil-lamp, for her bedroom showed dark through the half-­opened doors. She wondered if Tim had fallen asleep over his book with the light still on; then she heard him turn a page, the night was so silent.


    She turned her own page. She wished she had a more suitable book, like Lark Rise to Candleford or Kilvert’s diary, but all she had was one of Philip’s violent thrillers, brought home from a transatlantic flight. Though it was as much about suspender-belts as guns . . . she thought sadly that after all, he was a Cambridge graduate, even if it was in science. What did men see in such books, where the women were as cold and hard as the tiny blue-­barrelled automatics they produced from their stocking-­tops?


    The noise was a tearing of the night, a murder of the silence. It rose and cracked, as if the throat that made it could no longer sustain it. Inhuman, unearthly. Rose’s legs gave a convulsive twitch under the bedclothes. Then the noise rose again . . .


    Outside. In the dark. In the garden.


    A third time it rose. And then Jane came flying into the room and hurled herself on to the bed and into Rose’s arms.


    ‘Mummy, what is it? I thought I was having a nightmare but . . .’


    The noise rose a fourth time. Savage. Yet mournful, as if there were no hope, no life left in the world. Cold and dreary as death itself, Rose thought.


    A movement in the doorway made Rose’s skin leap all over. But it was only Timothy. He looked quite calm; almost as if he was enjoying himself. There was something long and black in his hands. His hands tensed, as he bent it in half . . .


    ‘Tim, what have you got?’


    He gave a small grin. ‘Only my air-­pistol. The one Dad gave me last Christmas. I thought it might come in useful in outlandish parts . . .’


    ‘Tim, for heaven’s sake, what good is an air-pistol?’


    ‘It’s a .22. It can go through a plank of wood at fifty yards. Dad and I tried it, down Bunty’s pit. It’s Yugoslav – ’


    ‘Tim, you wouldn’t shoot . . .’


    ‘Bloody would,’ he said, taking a small shiny pellet from the box that was bulging his pyjama pocket and putting it carefully into the barrel. He closed the air-­pistol with a reassuring click.


    The awful cry rose again, as Tim parted the curtains and opened the small window. ‘Black as the hobs of hell out here,’ said his suddenly muffled voice.


    Rose leapt out of bed. If her offspring was going to shoot something on her behalf, she really ought to be there as a witness. She pushed in alongside him, in the narrow dormer window. Peered out. There was a dim blue light to the south; the one solitary neon streetlamp in the centre of Wallney, by the sub-­post office. And the moon was somewhere up there, behind clouds . . . As her eyes grew accustomed to the dimness, she began to see the line of the laid hedge.


    ‘There it is,’ said Tim. ‘On the rockery.’


    There was a small black shape, on the faint paleness of the concrete lumps.


    Her breath went out of her in a great whoosh. ‘It’s only cats . . . tomcats fighting.’


    ‘I can only see one of them.’


    ‘The other one must be in the hedge.’


    ‘But there’s only one making a noise. And it’s not hunched up like it’s going to fight. It’s just sitting.’


    Another wail went up. In spite of knowing it was a cat, Rose couldn’t help shuddering. ‘I hope it goes away soon.’


    ‘Shall I have a pot at it?’ Tim raised the pistol.


    ‘Tim, how could you?’ This was a crueller Tim than she’d known before; she felt distress, that she didn’t know her own children better.


    ‘I don’t mean to hit it. Or only on the end of the tail, to scare it away. I’m a dead shot, you know.’


    ‘Certainly not. If we ignore it, it will soon go away. It’s time you were tucked up with your light out.’


    ‘Oh, all right. I’ll have to fire the gun though. You can’t unload it.’ The gun gave a vicious spat, and there was a sharp thud from down the garden.


    ‘Outhouse door,’ said Tim. ‘Have a look at the hole it’s made, in the morning.’


    ‘Tim, really!’


    But with a rather sinister little giggle, he had slipped away to bed.


    She went back to bed in a fluster. Really, damaging people’s property . . . he needed a father’s hand.


    Which reminded her that she hadn’t tried to phone Philip this evening. She’d just forgotten. What was she coming to? It was all that upset about the rockery. Everyone was being so very odd.


    And that damned cat went on yowling and yowling, fit to wake the dead.


    She finally managed to get to sleep by jamming a pillow over her ear. She’d only ever read about people doing that before.


    She wakened feeling leaden and weary. Breakfast was a chore to make, because the fire in the range had gone out, in spite of careful banking-­up. The kids were weary too. It was a morose meal, during which Rose several times asked herself what the heck she was doing here, instead of sitting down to fresh coffee and croissants in some four-­star hotel. This was supposed to be a vacation, for God’s sake!


    She went back to cleaning the sitting-­room, telling the kids to ask Mr. Gotobed to come and see her as soon as he got here. She was still angry about the snares, and even more angry about the half-inch hole in the outhouse door. That gun was a terrifying thing; the pellet had gone through the outhouse seat too. Mr. Gotobed would certainly notice, and might go and tell Miss Yaxley. Philip had been totally irresponsible buying Timothy a lethal weapon like that. She was cross with nearly everybody.


    And she was cross with the dimness of the sitting-room, even on a sunny morning. In a fit of reluctance to start, she idly picked up the book that she’d found under the armchair. Such funny writing. The way you thought you could just about read it, then found when you focused your eyes that you couldn’t. It didn’t seem to be in any foreign language; she knew French and German, and could recognise most European languages. It seemed more like abbreviated English. ‘Wth’ might be ‘with,’ for instance . . .


    ‘You wanted me, missus?’ The small open window darkened, and she looked up to see Mr. Gotobed standing outside. He had a truculent look on his face; she somehow knew that he knew about the snares. Oh, God, more bother! She walked to the window, studying Mr. Gotobed’s face. His eyes were slitty, and his mouth turned down.


    And then his eyes dropped to the level of her navel. His mouth fell open, displaying a decaying graveyard of leaning teeth. His eyes, from being slitty, went very wide; she could quite distinctly see the whites all round them. She thought, as he looked her in the face again, that he was about to scream. He had certainly gone very pale; his unshaven whiskers stood out like dark paint. Perhaps he was going to have a stroke or a heart attack . . .


    Instinctively, she reached out her free hand.


    ‘Mr. Gotobed . . .’


    He backed away from her hand as if it held a viper.


    His mouth made a couple of movements and a moan came out. And then suddenly he wasn’t there any more. He was running down the garden path, as fast as his old legs would carry him. He flung open the front gate so savagely that it fell off its remaining hinge. And then he was just a head bobbing away down the lane.


    Two more heads appeared at the window, as she stood paralysed.


    ‘What did you say to Mr. Gotobed?’ asked Tim in an awed voice.


    ‘I only said, “Mr. Gotobed,” ’ said Rose, helplessly. ‘Then he ran off. He looked terrified. Why should he suddenly be terrified of me?’


    Her children looked at her, with disconcerting seriousness.


    ‘Your hair needs combing,’ said Jane. ‘And you’re not wearing any makeup. But you never do, in the mornings.’


    ‘Bare feet in sandals,’ said Tim severely. ‘It must be your hippy image, Mum.’ She realised with relief that their seriousness was only mockery.


    ‘But why? He sort of looked at my tummy, and then he moaned and ran.’


    ‘Your shirt’s out and hanging down under your sweater,’ said Tim. ‘But he’s a grown man! Perhaps he fancies you, Mum. Perhaps you aroused his lust to breaking point . . .’


    ‘Be serious.’ Rose was on the verge of tears. It was the first time she had ever terrified anybody in her life.


    ‘Were you holding that book?’ said Jane sharply. ‘How were you holding it?’


    She showed them.


    ‘In front of your tummy,’ said Jane. ‘He must have been looking at that book.’


    ‘But why . . . a book?’


    Jane took the book from her. ‘It’s a very odd-looking book. You can’t read the writing. Perhaps it’s a book of spells . . .’


    ‘Bollocks,’ said Timothy. ‘It’s handwriting. ’Spect it’s old Yax­ley’s secret diary. Maybe he was keeping records on everybody in the village, and blackmailing them. Maybe Mr. Gotobed thought you were going to blackmail him.’


    ‘But what . . .’ The idea of Mr. Gotobed being blackmailed was ridiculous.


    ‘Poaching rabbits?’ suggested Tim. ‘Growing marijuana on his allotment? Getting the milkmaids preggers?’


    ‘Oh, don’t be so ridiculous.’


    ‘He’s left his wheelbarrow and his tools and everything. What shall we do if he doesn’t come back? Who’s going to see to us?’


    ‘I’d better go and talk to him, I suppose,’ said Rose wearily.


    ‘But he’s terrified of you,’ said Tim. The kids looked at each other. ‘He’s not terrified of us. We’ll go and talk to him. Take him his wheelbarrow. That’ll be a good excuse.’ They nodded to each other, with secretive grins. They were really raring to go.


    It was against Rose’s better judgement. But she had lost most of her faith in her own judgement. She was badly shaken. People had always taken to her on sight. People came to her to talk about their troubles. Harmless kind Rose. And now she felt like some kind of monster . . .


    ‘All right,’ she said. ‘And if he won’t come back, ask him how much we owe him.’


    She went up to her bedroom. She watched them set off up the lane, chattering excitedly, off on a great expedition. Then she looked at herself in the dim, fly-­spotted mirror of the dressing-­table. Large brown eyes; they were her best feature. Kind eyes, even if they did have smudges under them this morning. A high clear forehead, even if it was showing a few wrinkles. A generous mouth, and not quite enough chin; that was why people had always known she was harmless. Not any kind of monster . . .


    The house was too quiet now. She didn’t want to stay in it, with the kids gone. Didn’t want to be alone with that stupid book downstairs . . .


    She decided she would go and walk by the sea; it would soothe her.


    


    


    

  


  
    Five


    Halfway down the long path to the sea, she began to get the absurd idea that she was being followed. She told herself as usual not to be silly. It was just that this path was so long and straight and narrow. It felt like walking down a ruler. The narrowness and the high unkempt hedges, and the utter boringness of the fields on either side, which gave you no excuse to turn off into them . . . if you saw somebody a long way off, or a long way behind, you would be trapped into passing them eventually; there was no way of avoiding people.


    But why should she want to avoid people? You would just smile and nod, and squeeze past, and that would be that. And usually, in the country, she liked meeting people. God, I’m getting neurotic, she thought. A few days away from the dominating safety of Philip and I’m getting neurotic. I don’t deserve to be an independent woman. Snap out of it, girl!


    But the back of her neck went on prickling, as if someone was following her, was watching. Oh, surely the prickling was just the breeze blowing little stray strands of hair against the soft skin at the back of her neck . . .


    Having satisfied herself with this entirely rational and scientific explanation, she immediately turned and looked behind.


    Someone was following her. A man, only about a hundred yards behind. She got only a brief glimpse, before she turned her head back to the front, feeling the traitorous flush of embarrassment staining her cheeks. But she had seen enough. That tall unbowed figure was no slow-­plodding farmworker. It was walking with a brisk city gait. And it was wearing a trilby hat, which looked absurd with the bright banded sweatshirt. Only one man in Wallney would be fool enough to turn himself out like that for a walk. Jack Sydenham; the stupid, cocky and revolting Jack Sydenham.


    But, stupid and revolting though he was, he was still a man. The loneliness of this spot made that the most important fact about him. A man, bigger and stronger than she was. And she was letting him herd her like a sheep, drive her further and further from the safety of her house.


    With a spurt of rage, she decided to call his bluff. She would face him out. She would lean against the next gate and wait for him to pass her.


    She found her gate and leaned against it. She considered pulling out a long stem of grass and chewing it, to show just how casual she felt about him. But she decided against it; it would only give him an opening for one of his stupid remarks . . . So she just waited, feeling his eyes tickling over her cheek and jaw, terrified her thin skin would blush again, and give her away. She heard the swish of grass, the slight thud of his foot upon bare soil, the crunch on the odd patch of gravel some farmer had once used to mend the path.


    ‘Morning,’ said Jack Sydenham, in a falsely-hearty voice. ‘Nice morning for a walk!’


    She turned, feigning surprise. ‘Oh, Mr. Sydenham! Are you taking a day off, too? Things slack at the shop?’


    His knowing eyes dropped; the knowing grin was wiped off his face. She knew he had not even bothered to think up an alibi for himself, an excuse for being on the path at this time of day. Fool! But along with her exultation at catching him on the hop she felt her heart sink. He was following her; there was no chance now that he’d been here by accident, on some innocent errand.


    ‘Got a few things to do, down at the beach,’ he said at last, his voice sharpened a little with anger at being caught out.


    ‘Fishing?’ she asked, with a sudden wild spurt of mockery, surveying his totally empty hands. Surely attack was the best form of defence?


    ‘Just things,’ he said sullenly. ‘I’ll walk along wi’ you.’ And he raised an arm towards her, in a curling arc. It left her with only two choices. Either she moved off towards the sea, in the direction he wanted, or she let him touch her.


    A bolder woman would have stood her ground; let the hand touch her, and greet it with an icy glance, a flinch of disgust that would really put him to flight. But Rose had never had that kind of boldness, and she was aware of being alone.


    She moved off towards the sea, in front of him. He was content to follow behind. It was not reassuring. Now her backside was tingling, and the backs of her thighs. She was sure he was looking at her figure, in the nastiest possible kind of way. And it was unnerving, not being able to see him.


    ‘There’s room to walk two abreast,’ she said, stopping abruptly. Then was sorry for what she’d said. The word abreast contained the word ‘breast’ and he looked at hers, now, with the slight smile of a secret joke on his face.


    Still, he had to walk beside her after that, and she took care to drop back a little, so that he could no longer look at her, but she could look at him, without having to meet him eye-­to-­eye. And she stayed silent, trying to force him to say something. They said whoever broke a silence first was the weakest . . .


    ‘You enjoying your grand vacation, then?’


    She almost said, ‘Till you came along to spoil it,’ but bit her lip just in time. Then she just said, ‘Yes.’


    ‘I would have thought you would find us dull, after all the grand things you’re used to . . .’


    ‘What sort of grand things are those?’


    ‘Foreign travel. Tunisia? Thailand?’


    He was really asking where her husband was. It wouldn’t do any harm to let him know she had a husband.


    ‘My husband can’t get away from his firm at the moment. They’re very busy.’ Then she added, ‘He’s hoping to get down at the weekend.’


    ‘Only hopin’? He must be busy!’


    She said, defiantly, ‘They are!’ But she didn’t sound convincing, even to herself.


    ‘Can’t imagine a grand businessman like your husband taking to an old dump like Sepp Yaxley’s. I’d ’a’ thought he’d want a five-­star hotel!’


    ‘He likes curious old things. Like me.’


    ‘I wouldn’t ’a’ called you a curious old thing, missus!’


    They had reached the beach, and he turned and surveyed her with an up-­and-­down admiration that was pure insult. ‘So what kind of curious old things do you like? What do you get up to, in Richmond? What’s in for the jet-­set these days? Still wife-­swapping down there? Or isn’t that good enough any more? Black magic rituals? Witches’ covens? Dancing naked on the back lawn? That’s what you read in the papers . . .’


    Rose could scarcely believe her ears. Rose, whose idea of a pleasant social gathering was listening to a friend’s clever daughter from the Royal College of Music playing Chopin on the piano.


    Her patent amazement must have pierced even his stupidity. His eyes dropped; for once, he was silent. She stared wildly at the breaking waves on the beach. Whatever had possessed him to bring up the topic of black magic?


    He almost seemed to pick up her question out of the air, as if she had spoken out loud.


    ‘It’s just what you read in the papers,’ he said, almost humbly, as if aware he had dropped a clanger and wanting to make up for it. Or cover it up.


    ‘I’m afraid I don’t read that type of newspaper,’ she said frostily.


    ‘So you are a reader, then? Interested in books? Old books, mebbe?’


    ‘Jane Austen,’ she said. ‘Virginia Woolf, Iris Murdoch. Good biographies.’ She took a delight in the fact that he hadn’t a clue what she was talking about. ‘Highbrow stuff,’ she added viciously. Put the lout in his place while you could.


    But he just stared at the horizon and said, ‘I hear old Sepp Yaxley was a great reader . . .’


    ‘He had a lot of books.’ It seemed a safer topic of conversation.


    ‘Old Nathan Gotobed said you’d found one o’ Sepp’s. He saw you readin’ it . . .’


    God, how gossip got around in this village! So it had been that book that had frightened Mr. Gotobed. Well, at least she could use gossip in reverse now, to her own advantage.


    ‘Oh, that,’ she said, with an attempt at a light laugh. ‘I couldn’t make head nor tail of it. I just found it while I was dusting. I was curious, that’s all.’


    He swung round to face her. ‘So it meant nowt to you,then?’


    ‘Not a thing. It was in some sort of shorthand. I can’t read shorthand.’


    ‘Can I borrow it? I used to be able to read shorthand. I took a bit at nightschool.’ His eyes, an unpleasant gooseberry colour, were suddenly avid. For the first time, she realised what he was after. And it wasn’t her. A huge wave of relief swept over her, and with it, a little tinge of ridiculous pique.


    ‘Oh, it wasn’t that sort of shorthand. Not evening-­class shorthand. I know the look of that.’


    ‘Look,’ he said fiercely. ‘Let me borrow it. I’ll give it you back safe . . .’


    ‘It’s not mine to give. It belongs to Miss Yaxley. You’ll have to ask her.’


    ‘Don’t be such a fool.’ In his avidity he had grasped her wrist, hurting it. ‘You give me that book, you’ll have no more bother . . .’


    For once, she was able to look him in the face, as she struggled to free her wrist. What on earth did he want the book for? She was sure he wouldn’t be able to read it.


    ‘Would you mind letting go of my wrist? You’re hurting me. And what do you mean, bother . . . ?’ She managed to snatch her wrist free.


    ‘You don’t know this lot round here like I know them. They’re like nobody you ever met. They think us London people are fools . . . they’re peasants, this lot. Medieval peasants . . .’ There was so much bitterness in his voice, and it was not directed at her. It was directed at the people he lived with. Maybe at the wife who could dismiss him to fetch a case of Lilt, send him away like a kicked cur. Suddenly she felt a little sorry for him, a fellow-­Londoner marooned on this lonely coast.


    Perhaps he saw her eyes soften. Because it made him grab her again, by both wrists this time.


    ‘Please!’ she cried. ‘You’re hurting!’ She struggled.


    There was a slight choofing chug from somewhere on her right, somewhere inland, in the region of the last hedge. There was a hiss in the air. And the next second, Jack Sydenham’s ridiculous trilby hat lifted from his head and went spinning through the air, to land six feet away on the sand.


    He was so startled, he let go of her wrists. They both stared at the hat, in mutual amazement. There wasn’t a breath of wind to have moved the hat so mysteriously.


    Finally, Jack Sydenham took a step forward, then another, and picked the hat up.


    ‘There’s a hole in it,’ he said stupidly. ‘Two holes. One in each side.’


    ‘That’ll teach you to lay hands on my mother,’ called a clear young voice. And there was Timothy walking down the beach, with that appalling long black air-­pistol in his hand. And Jane was just behind him, fixing Jack Sydenham with her most ferocious glare.


    ‘You young toy,’ roared Jack Sydenham. ‘That was a good hat. That was my best bloody hat. Cost me twelve quid . . .’ He closed in on Timothy.


    The air-­pistol came up in Timothy’s hand, quite unwavering. Pointing at Jack Sydenham’s nose. Rose stared horrified at the black hole in the end of it; she was sure it was loaded again.


    So was Jack Sydenham. At least he stopped in his tracks and changed his bluster.


    ‘Have you got a licence for that thing? I’ll have the police on you . . .’


    ‘Please do,’ said Timothy. ‘Then I can tell them how you manhandled my mother. Common assault. If not indecent assault, eh, Jane? And three witnesses against one. You haven’t got a prayer, chum.’


    His eyes and Jack Sydenham’s locked a long time. Then Timothy said, ‘I should push off, if I were you. While you still can.’


    Jack Sydenham made a noise that was halfway between a yell and a groan. Then he was striding away up the path, away from the sea. Timothy watched him till he was well away, then turned and took careful aim at a can with a yellow label, lying on the sand among the seaweed, twenty yards away. The air-­pistol chugged again, and the can leapt a yard in the air.


    An icy hand clutched Rose’s vitals. Dear God, it had been loaded! And she had seen her son’s finger tighten on the trigger!


    ‘Timothy,’ she said faintly.


    ‘What?’ he said, very offhanded, loading again, and closing one eye, firing and making the can jump again. And again. And again.


    ‘Timothy, I don’t think you ought to have that gun. Not till you’re older.’


    ‘Would you rather have been raped, dear little Mummy dear?’


    ‘Timothy!’


    ‘We saw him from the village,’ said Jane. ‘We saw him following you down the path. We knew he was up to no good. So we ran back to the cottage and got Tim’s gun. We ran like hell all the way.’


    Rose’s heart moved within her. It was the idea of them running like hell all the way. They stared at her, young faces full of concern, and she knew suddenly how much they loved her. Traitorous tears started in her eyes, and she knew she just couldn’t be stern enough to get the gun off Tim. It would be so ungracious to try. It would be punishing virtue, and she could never punish virtue.


    ‘He wasn’t after me,’ she said. ‘He was after Sepp Yaxley’s book. The one I found. The one that upset Mr. Gotobed.’


    ‘There’s something very odd about that book,’ said Tim, still quite cool. ‘I shall have to have a good close look at it. Meanwhile,’ he added, ‘Mr. Gotobed’s wheelbarrow is still sitting unguarded in the middle of the village. If somebody nicks it, we are in trouble.’


    And the next second, to shouts of ‘Ta-­ra’ they had taken to their heels up the path.


    Rose followed, very shaken all of a sudden. Full of recent memories of love and hate that swept over her like waves. Jack Sydenham’s hate, her children’s love. She mustn’t underestimate either.


    She must do something to soothe her nerves. She must do something to break the spell of this utterly strange place.


    She would go and shop in Cley. It would do her good.


    


    


    

  


  
    Six


    Cley did her good at first. People said good morning in Cley, or at least nodded in a friendly way if you passed them in the street. The shopkeepers smiled and called her madam. Nobody thought her a monster. She bought yogurts and quiches and pasties and postcards of the church, and even more Coke for Mr. Gotobed, in case the kids coaxed him back.


    But when she came out of the last shop, clouds had covered the sun, heavy rainclouds, though it wasn’t raining yet. The dimness depressed her; she told herself she was far too vulnerable to the weather. Ever since she’d been a little girl, sunshine had meant God was smiling at her; and clouds had meant he’d turned his face away . . .


    As she drove south out of the village, she saw the church lights were on, in the gloom. It reminded her that Cley church had very lovely medieval bench-­ends, intricately carved, and noted in all the handbooks on Norfolk. She parked the car and told herself she would go in and inspect them; though to be truthful, she had to admit to herself she was looking for a little more than medieval oak.


    The church was busy with women in pinafores, and filled with the cheering odours of Brasso and furniture polish. The chatter was not particularly godly, being mainly about the ailments of the elderly and the adultery of the young. The talk stopped as she neared, but the women smiled and bobbed their heads, as if to reassure her that she was not among the topics of conversation. She started to study the bench-­ends, with great concentration, to indicate to the women what her business in their church was. Satisfied, they went back to dusting and chattering.


    She was so lost in the bench-­ends that the male voice startled her. ‘Lovely, aren’t they? The best in Norfolk, they say . . .’ The voice was musical and warm, south Welsh.


    She turned and saw it was a little minister, very proper in clerical grey. Chubby face, and really nice smile. He looked young, with his wavy dark hair; a mere boy, except that he was going bald in front. Somehow she knew there was no danger of his going holy on her. Although she was quite religious herself, she had a horror of ministers who suddenly dragged God into a conversation by the scruff of His neck.


    ‘You’re on holiday.’ It was a statement, not a question.


    ‘Yes.’ She smiled back; his smile was really very infectious.


    ‘We’ve got a cottage at Wallney . . .’


    ‘Wallney?’ He raised dark smooth eyebrows. ‘Some of my ladies do a good bed-­and-­breakfast, but I didn’t know anybody down Wallney way . . .’ He gave a little frown, though it might have been only a frown of concentration.


    ‘Miss Yaxley . . .’


    ‘Oh, Miss Yaxley, yes.’ His face cleared. ‘My only stalwart in the village of Wallney, I’m afraid to say. Never misses Christmas and Easter. Otherwise, I’m afraid they’re a godless lot. If they’d all been like Wallney, I think they’d have broken my heart long since.’ His mouth winced slightly, as if at unhappy memories.


    ‘Why should a whole village be godless?’ She felt a surge of sympathy; ministers had an uphill struggle these days.


    ‘Oh,’ he shrugged. ‘They’ve never had their own church, of course. Country people are more loyal to their church than they are to God. The church is where their memories are . . . when I have an appeal for the tower or the organ or the roof, here, far more people give money than ever come to church, even for harvest festival. I think Wallney must always have resented not having its own church . . .’ He went on frowning, as if there was more he hadn’t said.


    ‘But it’s more than just that?’ she coaxed. She liked him; and she was nosy about Wallney.


    ‘Yes, well.’ He made a gesture, as if shoving something away. ‘There was . . . Miss Yaxley’s brother. A troublesome man. Though of course I was sorry when he died,’ he added hastily.


    ‘An atheist?’ She had had bother with militant atheists all her life.


    ‘No, not an atheist exactly.’ He seemed to come to some kind of decision. ‘What the old Norfolk people used to call a Cunning Man. Almost the last of them, actually. Thank God. As far as I know, that is. At least we haven’t got one in Cley any more. They say, last century, there used to be one or more in every town in East Anglia. Almost like doctors. The National Health Service seems to have finished them off.’


    ‘What did they do?’


    He shrugged. ‘Charmed warts . . . herbal remedies, that sort of thing. People went to them . . .’


    ‘Father!’ An irate female voice was raised from the far end of the nave. ‘Will you come and settle something about the altar flowers?’


    ‘Not the damn flower-­rota again,’ muttered the minister savagely under his breath. Then he gave her a bright smile, said, ‘So nice to have met you,’ and whisked away into the female huddle that, from the sound of its voices, was growing more irate by the minute.


    Rose waited for him to come back. She was remembering the child in Wallney, who had asked her if she was the lady who was staying at the Cunning’s house.


    But when the flower-­rota row was over, he didn’t come back to her. He walked out. She wondered if he didn’t want to say any more.


    Then, looking at her watch, she saw it was nearly two o’clock. The kids would be starving.


    She went into the kitchen, dumped her groceries and shouted, ‘Hallo?’ There was no reply, the house’s silence seemed oppressive. Where on earth could they have got to, all this time? She cursed herself for being an irresponsible mother, letting her children wander wild in a strange place, while she wallowed in the fleshpots of Cley.


    But it was all right. There they were down by the outhouse; crouched on their heels, playing with something.


    Something that seemed to be moving, alive. A wild thought about black rabbits in her head, she ran down the path.


    But it wasn’t a black rabbit; it was a cat; the cat she had met two nights ago, walking back from the village. Again she thought what an unlikeable cat it was; the massive back, the thick neck, the wedge-shaped head and dark striped coat. But it seemed to have made friends with the children. It was allowing itself to be stroked; was even extending and retracting its claws with a tiny scratching noise on the brick path, rubbing its head against Timothy’s hand. But . . . stiffly, as if it was playing a part it scarcely remembered.


    ‘I don’t think you should encourage it,’ she said. ‘I’ll bet that’s the thing that was making the row all night. If it does it again tonight, I’ll hold you responsible.’


    ‘I expect it was just lonely,’ said Jane. ‘It hasn’t tried yowling since we met it.’


    ‘Did you find Mr. Gotobed?’


    ‘We had to go to his Mum’s cottage. She said he’d gone to bed and couldn’t talk to us. But we showed her the wheelbarrow and said we’d come to say we were sorry, and could he still come and see to us? Then she went upstairs and nagged him something terrible, and when he came down he had his rubbers on the same as usual . . .’


    ‘What did he say?’


    ‘He was very jumpy. But he took us to see his vegetable garden at the back, and asked us a lot of questions about you.’


    ‘Me?’ She got into a flurry, wondering what they must have told him. Children did say the most dreadful things about one . . .


    ‘He asked if you ever cured our warts? And we said yes, and he asked how, and we said with some brown stuff out of a bottle that the doctor gave you. And then he asked if you ever found things for people. And we said just things like text-­books and gym-­kit for us in the mornings, and that really you were far better at losing things yourself than finding things. That seemed to cheer him up. Then he asked if you had any books and we said thousands and he nearly had a fit till we said they were all Dad’s paperbacks and the novels that were up for the Booker Prize and all that stuff. Modern printed books. He said there were no harm in them modern printed books. Then he asked about the book you were holding this morning, and we said you’d just found it and were trying to read it, but couldn’t. Then he said if you promised to burn that book, he’d come back and see to us, though he wouldn’t do no more gardening for you . . .’


    ‘I can’t go burning books.’ Rose’s liberal soul rose up in rage. ‘If you start burning books, you end up burning people. Hitler burnt books. Besides,’ she added, ‘that book is the property of Miss Yaxley. I can’t burn her property. Really, that man is getting above himself. There must be somebody else who can see to us, in the village . . .’ But her heart failed, at the idea of asking.


    ‘Maybe you should ask Miss Yaxley,’ said Tim. ‘If she says burn it too, you’re off the hook. Go on, Mum. The outhouse’s starting to smell.’


    Dear God, she thought, as she set off for Miss Yaxley’s with the book in her hand, this is totally ridiculous. Other people are batting me around like a ping-­pong ball. This has really got to stop.


    She found Miss Yaxley gardening: crouched on an ancient garden-­kneeler with all rusty handles, removing low weeds that looked as stubborn as herself from the cracks of her crazy paving. Miss Yaxley rose with a great effort to her feet; her downward pressure on the rusty handles made the kneeler quiver. Rose thought how sad it was; the garden was truly lovely, but Miss Yaxley seemed to garden without pleasure, with a grim set mouth as if she were preparing a corpse for burial in the autumn.


    ‘What is it now?’ asked Miss Yaxley, crossly. Rose knew she had long outworn any welcome.


    ‘I came to ask you about this book I’ve found – it must have been one of your brother’s.’ Rose took the book from her long cardigan pocket.


    ‘I don’t want that,’ said Miss Yaxley abruptly. ‘Shove it in the fire and burn the thing.’


    Rose was appalled at being given the same heartless advice twice. ‘But it’s old. It might be valuable. Or of historic interest.’


    ‘You keep it then!’ The words were almost spat out; never had Rose known a gift given less graciously.


    ‘But . . . aren’t you interested? He was your brother!’


    ‘He were a pain and botheration to me all me life,’ said Miss Yaxley. ‘I don’t want reminding of him.’ But perhaps she was not quite so hard as her words sounded. For Rose saw she was chewing her old lips, with her head right down.


    ‘Well, thank you very much,’ she said gently. ‘I’ve got friends who might be interested in this book . . .’


    ‘If you’ll take my advice, you’ll burn it,’ said Miss Yaxley. ‘There’s a fire yonder.’ She nodded towards a bonfire in the corner of the garden, where she was burning a mass of leaves and garden rubbish. ‘You don’t know what you’ve got there. But God has no mercy on the ignorant.’


    Something in her voice frightened Rose. Like an obedient small child, she walked up to the bonfire. It looked just a heap of slightly-­smoking weeds, but one side had fallen in, disclosing a pile of grey ash that glowed deep red as the wind blew. She held the book out over it. But it went against the grain of all her upbringing. Her father had worshipped books and she was his child too.


    Finally, after hovering a long time, she thrust the book back in her pocket. ‘I’ll keep it, thank you. In memory of your brother.’


    Miss Yaxley stood staring at her garden hedge. Still she bit her lips, as if fighting against tears. It was unusually dreadful, in such a grim old woman; it was like watching a rock trying not to cry.


    ‘He weren’t a bad man,’ she said. ‘Just a meddling fool, who thought he was something he weren’t. What he did, they wanted him t’ do and they paid him for it. They beat a path to his front door. And then they turned agin him; those who made him do things. That child wasn’t his fault. The coroner said so. But they took agin him.’


    ‘Which child? Who were they?’


    ‘None o’ your business. I told you to burn that book. It’s on your head now.’ She shook herself, like a dog shakes off water after a swim and said, ‘I’ve got things to do.’ And knelt again to her weeding.


    Rose dithered; and then went. There was no point in talking to that bent back; no more than there would be to a stone.


    She had not been gone five minutes when an old man put his head over Miss Yaxley’s hedge and said sharply, ‘She brought the book?’


    Miss Yaxley did not look up at him. But she said, quite distinctly, ‘I told her to burn it. But she wouldn’t. She kept it. You can’t hold that against me.’


    That evening, when Rose went up to phone Philip, she noticed the lights were still on in the mini-market. It must be a late closing night or something.


    She rang her home number. And still got the answering machine. A storm of worry and rage burst out of her like a hurricane. Philip was trying to punish her for changing his well-­laid plans for her holiday. He was cutting her dead. He was trying to frighten her into rushing home like a terrified child. Well, two could play at that game! She was damned if she would rush home. Let him sweat it out as well.


    Then another wave of emotion hit her, running in the opposite direction. He might be lying ill and helpless, after a heart attack. His cholesterol level had been high, in his last checkup. Or he might have fallen downstairs and broken his leg . . .


    She thought of ringing the neighbours. But she didn’t know the neighbours. She didn’t even know their name.


    She could ring the police; they’d check. Then she thought of all the scorn Philip would heap on her, if he was really all right. A silly woman, making a silly womanish fuss . . .


    She bit her lip. She could ring him at the office in the morning. When of course she would get his secretary, the super-­efficient Ms. Sampson. Who would say, with the faintest tinge of scorn, that Philip was in some meeting, and had she a number where he could ring her back? Explaining her situation to the cool scorn of Ms. Sampson would be very humiliating.


    In the end, she said to the answering machine that she would ring at eight the following night. She had a problem that she could do with Philip’s advice on. Quite a worrying little problem! That would fetch him; like the cheese in a trap fetches the silly mouse. Philip could no more resist giving good advice than a silly mouse could resist cheese.


    Quite pleased with herself, she thought she’d buy the kids a chocolate bar each, as a treat. To eat over the evening game of Scrabble. Of course it was bad for their teeth, but if they cleaned them thoroughly at bedtime it would be all right.


    She walked across to the mini-­market. Said good evening warmly to the round-­shouldered woman with the hair on her upper lip, since the shop was otherwise empty.


    The woman did not reply; did not look up from the evening paper she had spread on the counter. Rose wondered whether she was a bit deaf. So she said loudly, ‘Two Kit-­Kat bars, please, and a tube of Smarties.’


    The woman still did not look up; but her right hand, as if it had a life of its own, went behind her, and lifted two Kit-­Kats and a tube of Smarties off the shelf and put them on the counter. Then the hand was held out for money . . .


    Rose put a pound coin into it. Silently, the pound coin was put in the till, and the change produced, and dropped on to the open newspaper. Oddly shaken, Rose scrabbled for the coins, very aware that her fingers had all turned into thumbs. Then she said ‘Good night’ without hope; she wondered curiously what was so enthralling in the newspaper that it had made the woman so rude . . .


    It appeared to be the fat stock prices at Norwich Market. She was being deliberately cut.


    She walked out briskly, telling herself she had been a fool to break her resolution not to enter that shop again. The shop door closed behind her in silence.


    Across the square, the single streetlamp glimmered bluely on Rose’s white Golf. It looked more desolate than ever. Rose walked across, to check the doors again.


    Right across the passenger door was scrawled one word. Very large and very jagged and violent, in the thin layer of road-­dirt.


    The word was


    WITCH


    Rose stared and stared at it. She wished it had been some other word, like ‘Bitch’ or even ‘Fuck.’ A word that belonged to the real if sinful world. But this was a word that nobody ever used, unless they were reading some silly book to children. Yet somehow, on her own car door in the dim lamplight, the word did not look silly at all. It looked as real as the word ‘Yuppie.’ And the venom in the strokes . . .


    Rose took out her handkerchief and smeared the word out. She could not bear it to exist in her world. She rubbed and rubbed long after the word was gone; until the door was shiny and clean as the day she had bought the car.


    Then she thought she was a fool. She had just shown to the village that she had read the word; and that it had upset her into ruining with black dirt a perfectly good hanky.


    She set off at a brisk pace for the cottage, aware that the eyes of the woman in the shop were following her all the way. And how many other eyes, behind the curtains of the village? By the time she reached the cottage, she was running.


    And yet how silly it all seemed, as she opened the kitchen door. Curtains drawn against the dark, oil-lamps lit, the fire well made up and casting everything in a rosy glow. The kitchen table laid for Scrabble . . .


    The two kids sitting peacefully in the rockers each side of the range, rocking, with their feet up on the fender, a picture of contentment.


    And on Jane’s knee, the cat.


    ‘I told you not to encourage that animal,’ she snapped.


    They looked at her with open mouths; she had never been a snapper.


    ‘It’s lost and hungry,’ said Jane. ‘We gave it a pasty and it ate the lot, even the pastry and crumbs.’


    ‘People have tried to shoot it,’ said Timothy. ‘It has all little scars on one side and a shotgun pellet came out of one when I picked it. The people round here must be beastly.’


    The cat continued to purr and knead on Jane’s knee. But it gave Rose a wary, calculating look, an old cold look. It knew it had won two hearts, but not three.


    And yet its wounds won it the day.


    ‘Yes,’ said Rose, ‘the people round here are rather beastly, I’m afraid.’


    ‘Even Mr. Gotobed,’ said Timothy, with the sudden crushing condemnation of the young. ‘We’ve been thinking about it. We don’t think he set those snares to catch a rabbit. We think he set them to try and catch the cat. Those hairs I found round the snare weren’t rabbit-­hairs, they were hairs from the cat. There aren’t any rabbits round here. There isn’t a trace of droppings.’


    ‘But why would he want to catch the cat?’ asked Rose. ‘What had it done to him?’ She was reluctant to cast Mr. Gotobed as a villain, along with the rest.


    ‘Because the cat was digging in our garden, I suppose. Cos if there are no rabbits, the cat must have dug those holes down by the outhouse.’


    ‘But cats don’t dig burrows,’ said Rose, a bit feebly.


    ‘They do to bury their cr – droppings,’ said Jane, with a last-­minute swerve of voice.


    ‘Oh, I suppose so,’ said Rose. ‘Though what damage a cat could do to a hopeless garden like this . . .’


    ‘I expect Mr. Gotobed had grand new plans for it,’ said Timothy. ‘Like that stupid rockery of his.’


    ‘You mustn’t be rude about him,’ said Rose hastily. ‘The outhouse . . .’


    ‘Oh, we won’t be rude to him,’ said Jane. ‘We’ll be polite for your sake. But we’re not friends of his any more . . .’


    Rose shuddered. Mr. Gotobed was out in the freezing wastes now. She hoped she was never sent to join him.


    ‘Oh, I suppose the cat can stay. If it behaves itself,’ she added. It wasn’t just that she wanted the children’s approval. She felt . . . beleaguered now, and the cat became a comrade in misfortune. When they went, they’d take the cat with them, if it wanted to come, leave this horrible village. They could find it a good home, even if Philip put his foot down about keeping it. A little glow lit up in her, a mischievous little glow. Let Philip try fighting the kids about getting rid of the cat. That might cut him down to size a bit . . .


    Really, she told herself severely, I’m turning into a not very nice person.


    ‘Scrabble,’ she said briskly.


    Jane got up, and carefully replaced the cat on her rocker. It turned round and round about six times, then settled with a satisfied look on its face. Almost as if it lived here . . .


    It was not a very good game of Scrabble. At least for Rose. Visions kept drifting through her mind. Miss Yaxley’s grim tormented face; tears gathering in the corners of its stoniness, as if Moses had smote the rock and water came forth. The silence of the woman in the shop, the coldness of rejection. The scrawl on the car door . . . the little minister’s doubtfulness.


    ‘Poor old Mum’s off form,’ said Timothy smugly at the end. ‘Me 197, you 192 Jane, Mum 109.’


    ‘How’s Daddy?’ asked Jane, with careful casualness.


    ‘How’s the answering machine,’ said Rose with feeling.


    ‘Poor old Mum,’ said Timothy, pouring the Scrabble tiles back into the bag that held them. ‘You don’t think he’s having an affair with Ms. Sampson, do you, Mum?’ He asked with only the mildest interest.


    ‘Don’t be stupid, Timothy,’ said Jane. ‘Dad’s got more sense than that. If he got mixed up with Ms. Sampson, the whole firm would fall apart. Daddy’s in love with his computer . . .’


    ‘You mean he switches Ms. Sampson off when he goes home at night,’ said Tim.


    They both giggled.


    


    


    

  


  
    Seven


    Rose came up out of sleep in a sweating panic, to the sound of the yowling. It filled the house. She desperately told herself that it was just that damned cat . . .


    But the yowling was so drear, so full of doom that it asked the question what was a cat? A cat was a wild animal that pretended to be a tame pussy for purposes of its own. A cat was a creature without mercy, that killed live rabbits and tore them to pieces. A cat was a thing that she had once seen swallow a mouse whole, like a Smartie, head-­first, while it was still alive and its back legs wriggling. A cat was eyes that knew and would not tell. Claws and jaws that would rip without . . .


    She leapt out of bed, and ran to the door, stubbing her toe against the bed-­leg in the dark and nearly going full-­length.


    Timothy opened her door, as she recovered her balance. He looked calm and collected as usual; she had the absurd idea he had actually combed his hair. All this she saw by the light of his large torch.


    ‘Your damned cat!’ she shouted at him, most unfairly.


    ‘Let’s see what it’s up to,’ he said with a cheerful consoling grin. He could be so sweet . . .


    They blundered down the stairs, he guiding her feet with the flicking beam of the torch, and giving her instructions to be careful in a voice that was the echo of Philip’s. Their flurry was made greater by the sound of a great clawing and rending.


    ‘What is it doing?’ she screeched.


    The beam of the torch showed them. Quite impervious to the bright light, the cat was throwing itself at the closed door of the sitting-­room. Like a mad thing. The thumps it was making were horrendous. It didn’t seem to care if it was hurting itself or not. And the faded brown paintwork of the door showed the white weals of massive claw-damage.


    ‘Get the thing out of the house. It’s mad. It must have rabies or something.’ She went to the front door and flung it open on the dark cool night. Then she rushed at the cat making shooing noises.


    The cat took no notice at all. It might as well have been stone deaf. Only when she grabbed it did it notice her.


    She wished it hadn’t. She had a brief feel of tight-strung muscles under the dark fur, of enormous cruel strength and diabolical ferocity, and then there was a spat and a flash of teeth and she reeled back clutching a hand that was agony. All feelings of pity for animals left her. This was an enemy, a demon, a devil. In a blind rage, she looked round for a weapon. And in the hall-­stand, absurdly, she saw an old 1930s tennis-­racket. She grabbed it and swung back and flailed at the cat. And hit it.


    There was a scatter of claws on the lino, and suddenly it wasn’t around any more.


    ‘Where did it go?’ she said, feeling blood running down her hand and hearing it drip on to the linoleum, somewhere in the darkness.


    ‘Dunno,’ said Tim thoughtfully. ‘You shouldn’t have hit it, Mum. It wasn’t doing you any harm.’


    ‘That’s what you think. Shine your torch here. I’m frightened of getting blood on this nightdress.’


    By the light of the torch, she held her bleeding hand over the sink. Thinking with a dreary bleakness that if the cat did have rabies, she was a goner. How would Philip manage without her? What would happen to the children? They said rabies was a hideous painful death . . .


    Tim worked the water-­pump, and she held her hand under its pulsing jet. The blood dwindled to two small puncture-­marks; but it if was rabies, that wouldn’t be any consolation.


    ‘Keep pumping,’ said Timothy, managing to light an oil-­lamp one-­handed, while he held the torch with the other. ‘I’ll check where it’s gone. I think it went out but . . .’


    Jane came trailing downstairs, half asleep, demanding to know what the hell was going on, and didn’t they know what time it was? But she brightened up when she saw Rose’s wounds. Went all practical and motherly, and put on TCP from the first aid kit they always carried on holiday, and slapped on two Elastoplasts. Rose felt a little calmer; she might have rabies, but at least there was no blood on her nightdress . . .


    ‘Think it’s gone, Mum,’ said Timothy thundering back downstairs. ‘I checked under all the beds.’


    ‘Let’s get back to bed then, for goodness’ sake,’ said Jane, suddenly sleepy again, now the blood had departed, and all the thrills were over.


    But I’ve got rabies, thought Rose. I ought to summon the doctor. But that would mean getting dressed and walking up to the car, and phoning, and getting the car started . . . it seemed less bother to go back to bed and die of rabies quietly. She shut the front door and went back to bed, starting to plan the making of her will, so as not to cause needless bother to Philip after she was gone. Jane would have her jewellery, but not till she was twenty-­one. She didn’t want her own grandmother’s pearls to end up round Jane’s neck at some Acid House rave-­up . . .


    She was just dozing off, having left Philip her Swift Audubon binoculars, with the sincere hope that he would derive peace and consolation from them, when the uproar broke out downstairs anew.


    Again, she flung herself out of bed and stubbed her toe on the bed-­leg, and nearly went flying.


    Her bedroom door opened more quickly this time. A torch-­lit Timothy said, ‘Leave it to me this time, Mum!’ Obediently, she followed him downstairs. He stood watching the frenzy of the cat, his head on one side. Then he said, judiciously, ‘I don’t think it’s got rabies, Mum. It just wants to get into the sitting-­room.’ And he walked across and opened the sitting-­room door.


    Immediately the cat calmed down, and slipped through the dark slit. And then, in the darkness, the terrible clawing started again. Timothy pushed the door wider, and shone the torch.


    The beam caught the cat on its hind legs.


    It was clawing at the tall locked cupboard beside the fireplace. Its whole body quivering with alertness, ears pricked for the slightest sound.


    As if there was somebody hiding behind the cupboard door.


    Rose’s world rocked anew; with all thought of rabies forgotten. The cupboard was as tall as a man. The wall it was set in, the outside wall of the cottage, could be three feet thick. There could be a man standing in there. A big old man, come back to claim his own.


    The cat mewed, as if in dreadful greeting; its tail lashed wildly from side to side. Rose thought of secret passages underground, of tunnels and crypts. Oh, what rubbish you could think at two o’clock in the morning!


    ‘There’s something in that cupboard,’ said Jane behind her. ‘Something the cat wants.’


    Rose wished Jane had not said ‘thing.’ ‘Thing’ was dead. Rose had a terrible vision of the seven-year-­old corpse of Sepp Yaxley, propped upright behind that well-­clawed door, waiting to fall out upon the first person to open it. Somehow, Sepp Yaxley dead was worse than Sepp Yaxley living. Or returned from the grave . . .


    The cat mewed dreadfully, yearningly again. Who can know the minds of dumb beasts? And then Rose summoned common sense to her aid. The police would have searched the cottage, surely, when Sepp Yaxley first disappeared? Or would they, if they thought he’d been drowned on the marshes? Suppose he had stepped inside the cupboard and the heavy door slammed shut on him, like that girl in the old poem of her youth who hid in the clothes-­chest on her wedding-­night, and was found a skeleton years later?


    ‘I think we’d better open that cupboard, Mum!’ said Timothy judiciously. ‘At least it will settle the cat’s mind, and we can get back to bed.’ But there was a wild flick of excitement in his voice that disturbed her.


    ‘How can we open it?’ she snapped. ‘It’s locked and we haven’t got a key!’


    ‘I can pick the lock, easy,’ said Timothy. ‘Jonathan Stephens showed me how, last holidays. We practised picking the locks on his father’s car. I’ll just get my Swiss knife.’


    Rose sat down weakly, and wondered what the world was coming to. Her terror of the cupboard was suddenly and irrationally displaced by a fear for her son’s criminal future . . .


    His feet thundered downstairs again. They all waited now, in silence. Even the cat, which seemed to have realised that aid was at hand; though it still mewed urgently, every few seconds, with one paw pitifully uplifted in expectation.


    Timothy selected a long thin blade from the hundreds on the Swiss knife. ‘Come and hold the torch, Mum,’ he said. ‘No, steadier than that. Use both your hands!’


    ‘Oh, come on, I’ll do it,’ said Jane, taking the torch from her. ‘You’re a proper wet lettuce, Mum.’


    Rose sat down again. She would never understand the rising generation. They seemed so utterly heartless. Without feeling. Only concerned with how much is it? Or, is there a quick kick in it? Debunking, cynical, on to the next cheap thrill.


    Nor could she understand her own cowardice. Sitting at a safe distance while her two children were about to be fallen on by a long-­dead corpse, a member of the living dead, or even a vampire . . .


    The knife scrawped; the lock clicked. The tall door swung open, sending a great shadow as of death sweeping across the torchlit room.


    And there was a smell, a dusty smell, a sweet smell, a sour smell, an infinitely evil smell.


    ‘Oh,’ said Jane, her voice sagging in disappointment. ‘Just jars. Books and jars. All that fuss over a few books and jars . . .’


    ‘This one’s got frogs in,’ said Timothy hopefully. ‘Dead frogs.’


    ‘We’ve got those in the bio lab at school,’ said Jane dismissively. ‘Anyway, they’re toads.’


    ‘And there’s newts,’ said Timothy. ‘And I think those are animals’ eyes . . .’ Hope of horrors still lingered in his voice.


    ‘I don’t like biology, it’s yuk,’ said Jane. ‘We had to dissect a frog at school and mine was a female full of eggs. I spent a whole morning scraping out the eggs, and then we had tapioca for school dinner . . . I’m off to bed. Have a nice supper! It’s lovely having a kinky brother . . .’


    ‘Who says I’m kinky?’


    ‘Half the girls in my class. I’ve had fights with girls who called you kinky. I needn’t have bothered. They’re right.’ She blundered away into the dark, tripping on one of the middle stairs in the process, and saying something that in happier circumstances Rose would have found quite unforgivable.


    ‘Ey, Mum,’ said Tim, grasping for a new ally. ‘There’s some jolly odd stuff in here. I think there’s a baby in one of these jars . . .’


    ‘Oh, what rubbish,’ said Rose, starting forward. ‘Really, Tim, you’re quite impossible.’


    ‘No, look!’


    Reluctantly, she went forward. In the light of his torch, the dead frogs, frozen in the act of leaping, in their prison bath of dirty formalin, looked at her appealingly, still yearning for freedom and life outside the jar. The newts looked more reconciled to their fate, grim and nearly asleep. But the creature in the black jar, with its bulging forehead and never-­opened eyes, its tiny budlike arms and legs . . .


    ‘It must be a chimpanzee foetus or something,’ said Rose desperately.


    ‘Go on,’ said her son heartlessly. ‘It’s human. The Sunday supplements are full of them. I wonder where he got it?’


    ‘I think we ought to go to bed,’ said Rose. It was the only sensible thought she could pluck from her churning mind.


    Her son eyed her acutely. In the upward light of the torch, he looked . . . unearthly. Like a . . . not a devil, but a rather scary angel. Beautiful, and yet . . . unknowable, with his high forehead and large observant eyes. It had never occurred to her before that angels like Michael and Gabriel could be a bit scary. But after all, they had to put down devils, trample them under their feet . . .


    ‘He was a funny old bloke, Mum, wasn’t he? Sepp Yaxley, I mean. I wonder what really happened to him . . .’


    ‘Bed,’ said Rose firmly. It took some courage, after what she’d been through, to say ‘bed’ firmly to an avenging angel. So they went to bed; and that other avenging angel, the cat, was nowhere to be seen.


    


    


    

  


  
    Eight


    Contrary to her expectations of nightmares about frogs and embryos, Rose slept the dreamless sleep of a log, and stumbled downstairs next morning, feeling half-­dead. She found the kids, perversely, in excellent spirits, sitting by the window in the sunshine, Jane with the cat in her lap. The devil of the night before gave her a wary look. It obviously had not forgotten the tennis-­racket. But Jane went on stroking it, and said, rather meaningfully, ‘It’s all right, puss. Mum didn’t mean it. She’s quite nice really.’


    Timothy said to the cat, ‘It’s the first time she’s hit anything with a tennis-­racket for ages. You’re quite safe.’


    ‘My hand’s throbbing. Where it bit me,’ said Rose, hurt at all the sympathy going one way.


    ‘You’d better get to the doctor’s straight away,’ said Jane briskly. ‘And have injections.’


    ‘Oh, it’s nothing,’ said Rose. ‘I don’t want to bother the doctor. He’ll be busy.’


    ‘If it was one of us,’ said Timothy darkly, ‘you’d have taken us already. What if you have got rabies? Or tetanus? How could we look after you? Who would drive us home?’


    Cursing them for a hard-­faced lot, Rose went reluctantly, after breakfast. She inspected the car carefully for further graffiti, on the pretext of checking the doors and tyres. There did not appear to be anything new; though she thought one or two curtains twitched, in the nearer houses.


    The doctor turned out to be an elderly woman, who was not at all sympathetic.


    ‘How on earth did you manage to let yourself be bitten by a cat?’ She made Rose feel like a shambolic fifth-­former, as she listened in stony silence while Rose stammered through an explanation.


    ‘Never heard anything so ridiculous in my life,’ she said, when Rose finally stumbled to a stop. ‘Encouraging stray cats into your house . . .’


    ‘It’s not my house,’ said Rose feebly. ‘It’s a holiday cottage. The cat might have lived there . . .’


    ‘Surely you were told whether the cat lived there or not? And whoever heard of a cat living in a holiday cottage? You city folk are innocents abroad. What holiday cottage is this? I think I’ll ring up the RSPCA. That cat is a menace.’


    ‘No, no,’ said Rose, terrified that the cat was about to be condemned to death by her own foolish mouth. ‘I’m sure Miss Yaxley knows about it . . .’


    ‘Nora Yaxley? Nora Yaxley can’t stand cats. Never had a cat in her life.’


    ‘It’s not at Miss Yaxley’s. It’s at her brother’s old cottage.’


    ‘Sepp Yaxley’s cottage?’ The doctor’s tone had changed subtly, in a way that made Rose forget her humiliation and prick up her ears.


    ‘Did you know Sepp Yaxley?’


    The doctor stared down at her desk, as if some errant Biro had wandered out of its rightful place, and was about to be hammered to fragments for its impudence. ‘I knew Sepp Yaxley,’ she said in a cold stony voice. ‘I was gathering evidence that would have sent him to prison. Only the evidence was difficult to get, and he . . . died, before I was ready to go to the police.’


    ‘What for?’ gasped Rose, aghast. ‘What had he done?’


    ‘Young girls,’ said the doctor, and then clamped her mouth shut like a rat-­trap. Then she got up and said, ‘It’s water under the bridge now, anyway. And it’s best not to speak ill of the dead, though I’m half inclined to make an exception in the case of Sepp Yaxley. Well, no doubt he’s gone to his reward. Meanwhile, I think we’ll give you a couple of jabs. All cats have filthy mouths, and we don’t want you going down with something nasty in your charming country cottage.’


    She turned away to a shelf of medicines and syringes, and added to herself, under her breath, something that sounded to Rose like, ‘Nora Yaxley must be out of her senses. Senile decay setting in, I wouldn’t wonder.’


    Rose suffered two exceptionally painful jabs, as if she was being punished for her sins.


    Driving out of Cley, she saw her little minister raising his hat to two lady parishioners as he came out of the newspaper shop, a copy of the Independent under his arm. She was so glad to see a friendly face that she drew into the curb and waited till he overtook her. She wound down the passenger window.


    ‘Can you spare a minute, vicar?’


    ‘Certainly, my dear!’ He got in alongside her. ‘How are you, this lovely morning? Still enjoying your holiday?’


    She took one look at his smiling face, and a dam seemed to burst inside her. She poured out her whole tale of woe, feeling terribly guilty to be wiping the smile off his face, and blighting his morning.


    When she’d finally ground to a halt, he bit his lip and said, ‘I wish you’d told me before. That it was Sepp Yaxley’s cottage she was renting to you. It never occurred to me she’d rent out that place. But she’s a hard woman, Nora Yaxley. She’ll have her rights if it kills her. I suppose she thought you were too good a chance to miss, being a stranger who hadn’t a clue. And I suppose she took a chance on your being honest . . . well, she got what she wanted. Sepp’s valuables, without having to bribe somebody to clear Sepp’s house.’


    ‘But she could have walked down any time and collected Sepp’s things . . .’


    The minister sighed, and was silent a long lime, watching the house martins feeding their young under the eaves of the nearby house, back and forth, back and forth.


    At last he said reluctantly, ‘You’ll find this difficult to believe; but people have been terrified of that house. Any Cunning Man’s house. It used to be the same all over East Anglia. There’s a bit in a book by Richard Deacon, about a man who lived on the Suffolk border – Cunning Murrell was his name. There were all sorts of tales told about Cunning Murrell – he’s supposed to have lived to be well over a hundred. They say he could charm wild hares in the field – that they’d come and eat out of his hand. But the real point is that when he died, they could find no one who would clear out his house, for any amount of money. They had to wait months until they could persuade his son, Buck Murrell, to come and clear the house, and he came halfway across the country to do it. I suppose he must have been another Cunning Man . . .’


    ‘But what did they do, these Cunning Men, to make people so scared of them?’


    The minister shrugged. ‘What the country people wanted them to do. A lot of it was harmless – charming warts – anyone can charm warts, I’ve done it myself. And herbal remedies – useful for poor people in the time before the NHS. Finding things that people had mislaid – telling them where to look for them . . .’ He trailed off again.


    ‘That sounds harmless enough,’ said Rose stoutly. ‘I don’t see what there is to be scared of in that.’


    ‘No,’ said the vicar. ‘But there were other things. Putting a blight on people’s crops . . . yes. I know it sounds ridiculous, but there was a lot of that until quite recently, especially round the time of village prize vegetable shows . . .’


    ‘God, how spiteful . . . and how childish!’


    ‘I’d believe anything of that Wallney lot. They’re just not part of the twentieth century. As they say here in Cley, one road into Wallney, and the same road out. And the inbreeding . . . they say there are only five faces in Wallney; the same faces recur time and again. Mind you, I think Cley folk have a down on Wallney. It’s sort of bottom of the heap.’


    ‘That doesn’t excuse them shooting at that cat . . .’


    ‘Cats? They do it to people, let alone cats. One of my young lads here was foolish enough to try to go courting a Wallney girl. A gang of Wallney youths set on him, half-­killed him and chased him out of the village. Burnt his motorbike into the bargain. He took the hint – married a Cley girl.’


    ‘Didn’t the police . . .’


    The minister shook his head sadly. ‘The policeman here knew he’d never get to the bottom of it. Wallney people stick together. They all tell the same story . . . there was nothing he could do.’


    ‘But why pick on a cat?’


    ‘Oh, they’d think nothing of killing a cat. Shove it in a bag and throw it in a pool – cat and kittens. Farmers aren’t sentimental.’


    ‘Yes, but to take the trouble to shoot it . . .’


    He was silent an even longer time, watching the house martins and scuffing his little highly polished shoes on the car’s floor-­covering. Then he said, ‘Sepp Yaxley had a cat – a striped cat. They said it disappeared the same time as he did. They might think, down Wallney, it was the same cat.’


    ‘After seven years?’


    ‘Cats live a lot longer than seven years. When they took against Sepp, they took against the cat. There was a lot of stupid talk.’ He stopped again, abruptly. But she had to know.


    ‘What kind of stupid talk?’


    ‘Oh, ridiculous stuff . . . medieval. They said the cat was Yaxley’s familiar spirit. A thing that took the form of a cat, to go about and wreak havoc. It’s unbelievable how stupid they can be.’ He tapped his hand on the dashboard of the car. ‘Look, Nora Yaxley has been very naughty. She’s not liked in Wallney, and she’s used you to get her way, and the dirt’s landed on you. It’s not your fault, but you’ll never get them to believe that. Why not just get out of the place? Now? It’s just not your problem. If you’re stuck for a place to stay, I’m sure my wife can put you up for the night, while you make other arrangements. I’ll come with you now if you like, and help you to clear out your stuff . . .’


    A chill went through her, at the worried look on his face. She had a great urge to take him up on his offer. It would make things so simple . . . Wallney was a miserable hole. There were dozens of nicer places in Norfolk. Almost anywhere was nicer than Wallney . . .


    And then her stubborn streak surfaced. She had just escaped from a man who ran her life for her, as if she was an incompetent. And within five days, here was another arrogant male doing just the same thing, all over again. I am not a child, she told herself. I am not incompetent. If I have problems, I can solve them myself. If I can’t, it’s about time I grew up.


    This man was nicer than Philip, more caring, more gentle. But it was the same old damned male arrogance, the same certainty that they could run the world to perfection . . .


    ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘You’re very kind. But I’m sure I can manage.’


    He got out of the car, a little huffily. He closed the door with a tiny slam of criticism. Then he opened it again and said, ‘Be very careful what you do. They will always take things the wrong way. Anything outsiders do.’


    Then he closed the door again, and strode briskly away. Leaving her feeling rather lonely.


    As she approached Wallney, her courage began to evaporate. Something deep inside her, not heard for a long time, began insisting that she pack and get out. It nagged and nagged and nagged, until she almost hit a passing car, through not looking what she was doing.


    Suddenly, irrationally, she wanted to hear Philip’s voice. Philip’s strong certain no-­nonsense voice, that would blow away in a trice all these dark cold thoughts that were invading her. She pulled up by the phone-­box in the village, and looked in her purse for change.


    Damn. She had nothing but notes. She would have to get change at the shop, the hostile shop.


    She took herself in charge, and read herself a lecture. It was only a shop, like any other shop. It sold things. For profit. It had a living to make. It was her obedient servant. Going in to the shop would be a first step to becoming a more confident Rose. It was time she toughened up; grew a thicker skin.


    She got out of the car, and locked it decisively. Strode across the square with a dominant mannish no-­nonsense stride that would leave them in no doubt, as they watched her come, that she meant business.


    The shop bell gave a sharp ting. But nobody in the shop took any notice. Not a head turned, though she knew they knew it was her. She pushed through them. Of course, she wouldn’t just ask for change for a five-­pound note. She would buy something, anything.


    ‘Three cans of Coke!’ she said briskly; at the same time realising they had enough Coke at the house already to float a battleship.


    The woman looked at her, hard. There seemed to be a little gloating glint in her eye.


    ‘I’m afraid I can’t serve you, madam.’


    ‘Can’t serve me? Why ever not?’ Rose couldn’t help her voice squeaking upwards with surprise.


    ‘No reason.’


    ‘That’s just stupid!’


    ‘I’ll thank you to keep your insults to yourself, madam. It is not the policy of this shop to serve you.’


    ‘But you have to serve me! It’s against the law for you not to serve me!’


    ‘We can serve who we like. And not serve who we don’t like.’


    For a wild angry second, Rose had thoughts of returning with a policeman and demanding her legal rights. Then she thought perhaps she had no legal rights.


    ‘Oh, come on, be sensible.’ She heard an unwelcome note of desperate pleading in her voice.


    ‘It’s within my legal rights, not to serve troublemakers!’ The woman was smiling now; it was not a nice smile, and Rose had an idea that she was sharing it with the others in the shop, behind Rose’s back. Rose’s mind shot from pleading to rage. She was being put down with drunken teenagers, and children who shoplifted.


    ‘How am I a trouble-­maker?’ The moment she said, it, she knew it was a mistake.


    The woman looked at her even more gloatingly, as if assessing which words would cause most pain. She really took her time; Rose felt inwardly frozen by such exultant cruelty.


    ‘You come here, with your big car, and all your money that you haven’t lifted a finger to earn, and you stay where you’re not wanted, and poke and pry into what doesn’t concern you and you plague decent law-­abiding people. What respectable woman dresses up like a teenage kid? Mutton dressed as lamb? Well it might do for your grand friends up London, but it doesn’t wash with folks down here. Get back to where you belong.’


    There was a sort of low growl of approval from the customers. Rose didn’t even dare look round. She was surrounded by a massive wall of monumental ignorance and stupidity. It drove her mad; and at the same time to the verge of tears. The trouble was, she was used to always being loved, or at least liked, or at the very worst ignored.


    ‘Oh, go to hell the lot of you!’ she shouted, before she could stop herself. ‘I hope you all roast in hell.’ It was a thing she had once heard her father shout, many many years ago. It was the one thing that came into her mind; she had never felt the need for rude words since then.


    There was a long profound silence in the shop. As if the people were digesting carefully what she had said, and waiting nastily for her to go on. They were so much together, so hard and unrelenting. Rose hated such people so much; she thought them the cause of all the trouble in the world.


    She turned and walked out, her head held high. But she could not bear to leave them to their triumphant gossip afterwards. She turned a last time to their impervious faces, wanting to hurt as she had been hurt, and said, ‘You’re nothing but a bunch of ignorant pigs, ignorant Norfolk pigs. You’ll be sorry for this!’


    And with that meaningless, pointless threat, she left.


    

  


  
    Nine


    She walked into the cottage with a face like thunder. The children were not in the kitchen; but she heard voices from the sitting-­room. What the hell were they up to now?


    When she opened the door, an appalling sight greeted her. The door of the cupboard was wide open, and the shelves were nearly empty. Every chair, table and flat surface was decked out with the contents of the cupboard. On the centre table, the awful embryo in the glass jar took up pride of place, surrounded by the jars of newts and toads. There were pots and bags of odd stuff scattered everywhere.


    Timothy was holding one bag; he took his nose out of it as she glared at him.


    ‘Smell this powder, Mum! It smells ever so weird.’


    ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing? Put that stuff back instantly!’


    ‘We were only having a nosy,’ said Jane. ‘The cat wanted to have another nosy, so we thought we’d have one.’ The cat was contentedly clutched in her arms.


    ‘Put it all back this instant,’ Rose screamed.


    ‘Careful, little Mumsy,’ said Timothy, mock-threateningly. ‘Or we’ll turn you into a frog!’ Holding the bag in one hand he moved glowering towards her. ‘Or a slug. And then feed you on slug-­pellets.’ He began to gesture in the air, and then made a sign with two fingers that he’d learnt on a trip to Italy, which was either a sign for warding off the evil eye, or the sign for putting it on somebody; she couldn’t quite remember.


    She grabbed the bag off him and said, ‘Stop it, you little devil . . .’


    And at that moment, she sensed the light from the open window darken. Heard an elderly voice begin. ‘I’ve seen to the . . . missus. That’s all right now – ’


    She turned and saw Mr. Gotobed standing there. Mr. Gotobed stopped in mid-­sentence. His tombstone mouth fell open. She watched his eyes widen and swivel. From the open cupboard to the embryo on the table, amidst its circle of the dead. From the gesture that Timothy was making to the bag in her own hand. And on to the striped cat that was lying purring with delight in Jane’s arms . . .


    Their total damnation grew on Mr. Gotobed’s stupid old face. He gave a whimper, like a baby. Began to edge away from the window.


    ‘Mr. Gotobed, I can explain everything,’ she wailed. And then despairingly, ‘Mr. Gotobed, wait!’


    But already he was a frantically bobbing head above the hedge, on his desperate way down to the village.


    ‘What the hell did you think you were doing?’ she said wearily, putting the last horrible object back in the cupboard, and slamming the door shut as if that very act of will would undo the damage.


    ‘Looking for . . .’ said Timothy.


    ‘Treasure,’ said Jane defiantly. ‘And we found it.’ She dangled a worn leather bag with a drawstring defiantly under Rose’s nose. ‘Tim says they’re sovereigns, and worth about a hundred and fifty pounds each. Will we get a reward off Miss Yaxley for finding them?’


    ‘There’s a hundred and five in that bag,’ said Tim. ‘That’s over fifteen thousand pounds. Finders usually get ten per cent. I’m going to buy a new mountain bike with mine.’


    ‘And I’m buying a combined colored television and VHF radio from Dixon’s,’ added Jane.


    Their eyes glowed with covetousness. For a moment, Rose felt truly scared of them. Damn them! Damn Miss Yaxley and her stupid brother who did nothing but make trouble! Damn the cat, damn this whole place, damn, damn, damn!


    ‘There’s another book, too,’ said Timothy. ‘And you can read this one.’ He tossed it to her, saying regretfully, ‘There’s no magic spells. It’s only an account-­book . . .’


    She caught it, and it fell open as it came into her hands. And there it was, full and real, in Sepp Yaxley’s crabbed handwriting:


    To charming a wart for M.J. Two pounds


    To B.S. for a mixture to cure his back Two pounds


    To finding Miss A.M.’s purse Five pounds


    But there was worse to come:


    To putting a blight on N.P.’s beans Five pounds


    To taking off the blight from N.P.’s beans Ten pounds


    The old thief, not even honest in his foul witchcraft. Taking one man’s money to blight, and another’s to take the blight off.


    And there was one thing that was worse still.


    To curing Mrs. L.C. of her child Thirty pounds


    She shut the book. She felt very sick.


    She made lunch for the children, her hands moving automatically. She couldn’t eat any herself. Things whirled round inside her head, out of control.


    While she washed up, she made up her mind. She would go and have things out with Miss Yaxley, once and for all. And then they would get out of this horrible place for good.


    The children were down the garden again, playing with the cat. She called to them.


    ‘Going up to see Miss Yaxley. Won’t be long. Stay close to the house, and don’t do anything!’


    They nodded absently. They had heard her; but, she suspected, only as one hears the irritating buzzing of a fly on a window. ‘Don’t do anything. Don’t touch anything,’ she shouted again. Timothy waved an idle lordly hand.


    As she turned out of the ruined gate, she saw ahead the bent figure of an old man. He seemed to be working on the hedge that bordered the next field. Laying it, as Mr. Gotobed would have said. But he had none of the terrible hacking vigour of Mr. Gotobed. He flailed weakly, and often the result of his hacking was little more than a shower of severed leaves. Poor old thing, having to work at his age, and in his arthritic state. As she drew nearer, the sound of his puffing wheezing breathing came to her through the still air. Her heart filled with pity for him.


    ‘Good afternoon,’ she greeted him with extra warmth. He glanced up at her, from his bent position. And all pity froze inside her. He had an absolutely expressionless face; a face of red-­veined marble; and his dull green eyes were as cold as stones. She felt she might as well have said good morning to the expressionless eyes of a basking lizard.


    Then he dropped his head again, and went on feebly working; the sound of his gasps growing in volume.


    A hundred yards on, she turned to look back at him. He had stopped work, and was standing with his elbows on the top of a nearby gate, his huge sharp billhook in his hand.


    She was quite sure he was watching her house. That laying the hedge was simply an excuse, however sharp and murderous his billhook had been.


    Suddenly, she felt uneasy about leaving the children alone. She hastened her steps. She must deal with Miss Yaxley quickly, and get back.


    She went round the back way into Miss Yaxley’s. There was no sign of the old lady in the back garden; though the garden kneeler still lay there, with a trug of weeds and a knife beside it. The weeds were old and withered; the blade of the knife was rusted with overnight dew. It made her more uneasy; Miss Yaxley was not one to forget, and leave a good knife out to rust.


    She knocked on the back door. No answer, though it swung open under her knocking. She put her head round the door, and shouted ‘Yoohoo’ as she had done so long ago, at her granny’s. Then jumped with shock.


    Against the dim light of the lace-­curtained window, Miss Yaxley was sitting in her chair, as still as a stone. Her head did not turn; her body did not move.


    Oh God, thought Rose, a stroke, a heart attack. She moved across trembling and took hold of Miss Yaxley’s hand as it lay in her lap. It was very cold. The certainty of the presence of death closed in on Rose like a cold shroud; a still agony inside a shroud of calm.


    So it came as an even more dreadful shock when Miss Yaxley did move her head; when she opened her eyes. When she opened her old wrinkled lips feebly and no sound came out.


    ‘Are you all right?’ squeaked Rose. ‘What’s happened?’


    ‘Cold,’ said Miss Yaxley. ‘Cold.’


    Rose looked wildly round. There was a heavy velvet cloth on the table. She whipped it off, and tucked it round Miss Yaxley’s shoulders and across her knees, lifting the cold hands one after the other and laying them on top.


    The fire in the grate was cold white ash, long beyond reviving. But there was a worn greasy fan-heater lying in the corner. Rose pulled it out to Miss Yaxley’s feet, and pressed the switch. To her relief, it came on with an ancient chirruping whirr. Real heat came out, dry and oppressive, but welcome to her hand.


    ‘Cup of tea,’ she said to Miss Yaxley loudly. ‘I’ll make you a cup of tea.’ She found the kettle and blundered about, looking for tea, sugar, milk in the strange kitchen and eventually finding them, slowed up by the constant glances in Miss Yaxley’s direction. The kettle boiled, she made the tea, and took it across to Miss Yaxley. Put it on the table beside her, and took and chafed old cold hands.


    ‘What happened, Miss Yaxley?’


    The old bleary eyes looked at her emptily. The old lips moved, with their pathetic fringe of stray hairs.


    ‘They broke my winders,’ she said. And began to cry silently, the tears coursing down the wrinkled cheeks.


    Rose whirled. The windows of the kitchen looked intact. But the room was cold, full of draughts coming under the door. She went and opened the door into the sitting-­room, and gasped in disbelief.


    Every pane in the windows had been systematically broken, from top to bottom. All Miss Yaxley’s polished precious things lay under a blizzard of broken glass. From room to room she went. Every room was the same. It was more horrible than a death.


    She swept back to Miss Yaxley, full of rage.


    ‘Who’s done this? We must ring the police!’


    Miss Yaxley shook her head, her old eyes wide with terror.


    ‘Not police! Make it worse!’


    ‘It’s those bloody villagers, isn’t it?’


    Miss Yaxley nodded. ‘Don’t ring the police,’ she whispered again.


    ‘Why ever not?’ Indignation and disbelief boiled up in Rose.


    ‘I have to live with them. In the village.’ The old voice was stronger now. The old hand reached for the mug of tea at her elbow, feebly. Rose picked it up and helped her drink, as if she were a child.


    ‘They’ll just say . . . it was motorbike vandals. I didn’t see who did it. I was dozing in the chair. They stick together . . .’


    ‘You can’t stay here now,’ said Rose, firmly but tenderly.


    The old lady nodded her head in agreement.


    ‘You should be in hospital . . .’


    ‘No, not hospital.’ The fear of hospital was as vivid in the old eyes as the fear of the glass-­breakers.


    ‘Where, then?’


    ‘Sister . . . Sheringham. Go there.’


    ‘Is she on the phone?’


    Nod.


    ‘What’s her number?’


    The phone, an old-­fashioned black model, lay on a tiny table in the corner. Rose seized it, and was glad to hear the dialling tone. And to get Miss Yaxley’s sister, who sounded at least as old as Miss Yaxley, but had all her marbles.


    ‘No,’ said Rose reassuringly. ‘I don’t think she’s had a stroke or anything. She’s just had a bad shock with vandals. Can she come and stay with you for a bit?’


    Miss Yaxley, a little recovered in spirit, raised her legs and waggled her toes in their carpet slippers, to reassure herself she hadn’t had a stroke.


    Then Rose looked up and rang a taxi firm. In Sheringham. She was getting over her own shock now. Warmth and power seemed to flow into her, from the phone and the voices of the ordinary civilised world outside Wallney.


    The taxi firm said someone would be with them in an hour. The man called her ‘madam’ respectfully. Rose gave Miss Yaxley her arm, and helped her upstairs to pack. Looked out of the broken windows at the garden to avoid seeing the old mottled hands packing the faded grey underwear, and never stopping shaking.


    Bastards, thought Rose. They might have killed her. They are going to pay for this, no matter what Miss Yaxley says.


    She got Miss Yaxley settled back in her chair, with another cup of tea, and her suitcase at her feet. The old lady’s colour was better now; the awful greyness was fading. She was beginning to look forward to staying with her sister.


    ‘You need the glazier,’ said Rose masterfully. ‘Get those windows done before it rains. Shall I get you one?’


    ‘Yes please!’ The old lady looked pathetically grateful.


    The glazier was helpful; he would come this afternoon straight away, when Rose explained about ‘the vandals.’ But then he, too, was a Sheringham man.


    Then Rose asked if she could do some phoning on her own account, and began ringing up hotels asking for accommodations for three people that evening. She had no wish to spend another night in this damned village . . .


    But it was Friday; in the height of the holiday season in a big holiday area. Hotel after hotel had nothing. She began to think less bitterly about Philip and the super-­efficient Ms. Sampson. It was only after a long search that she got a mere two-star place in Hunstanton that could take them at lunchtime on Saturday. That was it; it was either one more night in that damned village, or go home to Philip with her tail between her legs.


    And she would not run home to Philip. Well, one more night would not kill them . . . she confirmed the booking at Hunstanton. She heard Miss Yaxley say sharply, ‘No.’ But by that time she’d made the booking and rung off.


    Miss Yaxley kept on saying no. She must not spend another night in the village. But then the taxi came, and Miss Yaxley was handed into it carefully, tucked up and sent off, Rose reassuring her that she would stay till the glazier came.


    The house was very silent, after that. The whole village seemed silent, dreaming under the afternoon sun. Not even a dog was stirring. It was hardly a picture postcard village, even in the sunshine, with its massive poles for phones and power-­cables, and the vast blue silos of the farms. But it seemed peaceful enough. Quite a lot of people seemed to be coming and going at the post office, but Friday tended to be shopping day.


    But the more peaceful it seemed, the more Rose wanted revenge on it. The telephone lay by her hand, and, in it, power. The power of all the outside world, that could come sweeping in at the touch of a dial, and drown Wallney. The world of decent society and standards, of civilised living, of the police and the RSPCA.


    And Philip.


    She would phone Philip. She looked up the dialling code, and dialled the old familiar number.


    And got the old familiar voice of Ms. Sampson. Who enquired politely how the holiday was going, and hoped Rose and the children were enjoying themselves . . .


    Rose asked curtly for Philip.


    Philip was unfortunately in a meeting. Would she like to leave a message? Was there a number he could ring her back on?


    Rose’s rage must have crept into her voice. Ms. Sampson asked if there was a problem.


    Rose said damn right there was a problem; she should try asking the minister of Cley if there wasn’t a problem, and rang off abruptly.


    And then thought it would be a good thing to ring the minister of Cley herself.


    And got Mrs. minister. The minister was in a meeting. Would she like to leave a message? Was there a number he could ring her back on? Rose hung up more politely that time.


    She considered ringing the local police. But a heavy thought told her that probably they’d be unavailable in a meeting too. Anyway, it would be going against poor Miss Yaxley’s wishes . . .


    Then the glazier turned up, a huge burly man with a red moustache of such splendid length that it joined up with his red sideburns; a jolly man full of jokes and teasing, a very reassuring sort of man who had a mind to bring back flogging for vandals, but at the same time had a lively awareness that vandals meant prosperity for him personally. He measured up the windows for replacement glass, and then cut to size huge sheets of hardboard which he tacked over entire windows. It was a pleasure to make him cups of tea. It was only when he drove away with a cheery wave that Rose realised it was gone five o’clock, and that her half-­hour trip to settle Miss Yaxley’s hash had turned into a four-­hour mercy mission.


    Locking the house, and putting the key in her pocket, she set off through the hated village. Curtain after curtain twitched, but she walked proudly with her nose in the air. If she was being talked about as a witch, at least she would be a witch with style . . .


    There were no fewer than three aged men feebly hacking away at the field-­hedge as she passed. They got out of her way obligingly enough; but they let her pass without a word.


    She found the kids in the kitchen with the cat, looking rather fed up. They’d been untidily at the bread and jam, and left the evidence of their crime for all to see. Obviously they were ceasing to be house-­proud. The charm of the house was wearing off for them too, she could tell. Well, at least they would leave tomorrow without a protest; might even be charmed by a wretched two-­star dump at Hunstanton.


    Except what could they do with the cat, at the two-­star dump at Hunstanton? Oh, God, life was so difficult. Suddenly, treacherously. Rose was close to tears. She forced them back down with an effort, and said brightly, ‘Have you had a nice afternoon?’


    ‘Rotten,’ said Timothy. ‘We dug for buried treasure.’


    Suddenly, even in the dimness of the kitchen, she realised that their shoes were thick with clay, and it was starting to dry and drop off on the kitchen floor.


    ‘What do you mean, buried treasure?’ Her treacherous voice jerked suddenly upwards again.


    ‘Like we found in that cupboard this morning,’ said Jane sulkily.


    ‘Where did you dig?’


    ‘In the garden. Under that stupid rockery.’


    ‘What on earth for? What made you think there’d be buried treasure there?’ She must keep her patience; they had to amuse themselves somehow.


    ‘The cat was scrabbling there. Scrabbling away like mad. So we dug.’


    ‘And what did you find?’ she asked, all synthetic sweetness and light.


    ‘A rotten old boot.’


    ‘A great big boot. We couldn’t even get that out. It was caught on something. We could get it to waggle, but it wouldn’t come out. It must have been caught on something in the ground. But we couldn’t find out what. The rockery got in the way . . . so we just left it and covered it up again. It’s all right, we left everything tidy,’ said Timothy. ‘Don’t have a fit, Mum.’


    It was then that Rose noticed the unpleasant smell in the kitchen. Well, she’d been noticing it for some time. A smell like something really rotting. Like something you’d left in the back of the fridge, when you came back from a month in the Caribbean.


    ‘What’s making that smell?’ she demanded. ‘What else have you brought home – a dead rat?’


    ‘Nothing, Mum, honest.’


    She followed her sniffing nose round the kitchen, the scent going warmer and colder; like a child seeking out a hidden choco­late Easter egg. Warmer, warmer, colder, warmer, got it!


    ‘Timothy, it’s on you. It’s all over you. You stink! What have you been doing? And it’s all over you as well, Jane . . .’


    ‘Nothing. Just digging for buried treasure . . .’


    ‘It’s on your shoes. And your hands.’ She pushed him into a chair and hauled off one of his shoes, outraged that her offspring could smell so, for the first time in his life.


    The stink of the shoe nearly made her throw up. She threw it into the sink and sluiced water from the pump over it. But the smell just grew worse and worse.


    ‘Sorry,’ said Tim. ‘The hole that we dug just got smellier and smellier. We thought it was something Mr. Gotobed had buried from the outhouse. We hardly noticed after a bit, you get used to it. Hey, Mum, where you going?’


    She was running, running for her life, for all their lives. For the minister, the police, Philip, anything . . .


    ‘Bolt the door,’ she shrieked back over her shoulder. ‘Bolt both the doors. Fasten the windows. Don’t answer the door to anybody.’


    Thank God the old men cutting the hedge had gone home for their tea.


    She kept well hidden behind the hedge, running crouched up until she made her last burst to the car, keys in her hand. She slammed the car door behind her, pressed down the locking button, turned on the ignition, and the engine roared. Then she let in the clutch . . .


    The engine roared again, then stalled. Damn, damn, damn. More haste, less speed. She started the engine again, let in the clutch more gently; the car lurched forward a foot, and the engine stalled again.


    It was her panic; she was doing something wrong, and she didn’t know what. The car had always started first time, she no longer thought about what you did to start a car. She did it without thinking. Steeling herself with a tremendous effort of will, she slowly turned the ignition again, checked the handbrake was off, let in the clutch with superhuman gentleness, got the car slowly moving forward . . .


    There was a rough bumping of the wheels; a rough unnatural uneven bumping, a screeching of rubber and metal, and a slight burning smell. There was something wrong, badly wrong, with the bloody car. The screaming engine stalled again. If she went on forcing it, something expensive was going to give.


    She looked around the little square. She had been making enough noise to waken the dead. But nothing stirred; there was nothing in sight, not even a dog. Cautiously watching the house doors and street-­corners, she opened the car door and peeped down.


    All four tires were flat.


    One might have been an accident, she thought.


    But four was deliberate.


    Her magic carpet to civilisation was gone. She bit her lip and whimpered to herself.


    She was alone with Wallney.


    No, no, the phone. Grabbing her purse and gathering the last remnants of her courage, she ran to the phone-­box.


    The dangled severed end of the handset mocked her. She did not even waste time going inside.


    But she wasn’t quite beaten, even then. There was Miss Yaxley’s phone. She still had Miss Yaxley’s keys in the pocket of her jeans. Her good turn had come back to her aid. They wouldn’t have thought of that. She ran faster now than she ever remembered running in her life. Round the corner of the hardboard-­blind house she ran, to the back door.


    But the back door opened to her push. And hope died. But still she ran to the phone on its little table. Picked it up, hoping against hope.


    No dialling tone.


    And she sensed, rather than saw, the room darken.


    Standing just outside the door were the three old men. Still with their billhooks in their hands. As if they had come to set Miss Yaxley’s hedge. In fact one of the old men idly swung at the nearest part of Miss Yaxley’s hedge as she watched; and stooped meditatively to pick up the twig that he had sliced off.


    She knew that billhook must be razor-­sharp; it had cut off a very thin whippy twig.


    The old men looked at her. One of them wore spectacles.


    ‘Get you home, missus,’ he said gently. ‘Get you home to your children.’


    


    


    

  


  
    Ten


    She wondered afterwards why she went home so tamely. Why she didn’t take to her heels up the road to Cley, leaving the old men standing. She mightn’t be all that fit, but she was a lot fitter than they were, with their wheezing breath and doddering limbs.


    But it was their very grandfatherliness that overthrew her. She still thought of the old as being harmless, even calm and wise. Like her own grandfathers had been.


    And it was more than that; in their absolute grim surety, grim and righteous as chapel deacons, was the certainty that they had the whole village behind them; a whole society, a whole way of life. If she ran, they would summon younger men with a car, who might not be so gentle. If she was dragged back home panting and struggling and screaming, she would have lost her dignity and more. In their eyes, running away would prove her guilt.


    So she went back with them walking behind her. They were so sure of themselves they did not lay a finger on her.


    They all turned in at the garden gate. She looked up, and Timothy and Jane, pale-­faced, silent were watching through the open window.


    ‘Wait,’ said the old man with spectacles. Five yards from her door, she stopped and turned reluctantly. She was so passive that she did not even flinch as the old man raised a fist. She noticed, with some small part of herself that stood coolly aside, that he wore a ring on the third finger of his hand; a ring in which a green stone glinted. She just thought it rather odd that such a grim, dully-dressed old man should wear such a gaudy piece of jewellery. What was he up to? It was all so strange . . .


    The next second, he struck her on the forehead. Quite lightly, almost ritually. But there was a small sharp pain, and she knew his ring had cut her. She did not even stagger; just cried out and put her hand to the place and felt blood.


    The old man did not put his fist back to his side; he held his hand aloft, again as if in a ritual gesture, to show the others what he had done.


    There was a sharp spat from above; a hiss in the air. Then the old man cried out sharply, and they all stared at his upraised hand.


    There was a hole in it; a jagged bloody hole through the palm, about half an inch across. Bemused, Rose even saw a glint of blue daylight through it, and a stream of blood running down the old man’s wrist, inside the cuff of his thick flannel shirt.


    Then the old man doubled up, clenching his hand inside his other hand, and both between his knees.


    The other two old men looked up incredulous at the upstairs window, and Rose followed their gaze. Timothy was leaning out, his young face white and set.


    ‘That’s for hurting my mother, you old bastard,’ he said between gritted teeth. ‘The next time, it’ll be your face.’


    From the way he held the long black air-­pistol, Rose knew he’d already reloaded. His voice might be trembling, but his hand was rock-­steady, and the barrel was pointing straight at the old man’s face.


    ‘I’m going to count to five,’ said Timothy. ‘One . . .’


    But the old men did not run. They stared up at her son. And her son stared back at them, equally implacable.


    ‘Two,’ said Timothy. ‘Three. Four . . .’


    Heavens, was everybody mad?


    She saw his finger tighten on the trigger. Nothing was going to stop him.


    The old man raised his hand. The wounded one; it was now red with blood to the fingertips. Rose felt sick.


    Then he said, in a voice full of cold quavering hate. ‘We’re going. But we’ll be back.’


    ‘Then you’ll know what to expect,’ said Timothy, with equal quivering hate.


    Then the three old men were shambling out of the gate.


    Rose walked to the door. She heard the bolts drawn back, with great effort, and Jane pulled her in, her face as white as a sheet. ‘Mum, you all right?’ She shot the bolts again.


    ‘It’s only a scratch,’ said Rose. Then, bewildered, ‘Where’s Tim?’


    ‘Keeping watch,’ said Jane. ‘In case the old bastards come back. Sit down. Let me look at that cut.’


    Rose felt her legs start to give way, and almost fell into a chair. She sat quite still and passive, while her daughter fetched warm water from the kettle, and TCP and Elastoplast from the first aid kit.


    ‘What’s happened?’ she asked feebly. Meaning what’s happened to turn my first-­born into almost a murderer?


    ‘We worked it out, Mum,’ said Jane, with quite amazing calm, and only the slightest tremor in her voice. ‘That boot we found – it belongs to Sepp Yaxley, doesn’t it? He’s . . . buried in the garden. They murdered him. Seven years ago, they murdered him. And now they’re going to try to murder us.’


    ‘Jane, for heaven’s sake. This is England. It’s not Chicago on the TV . . .’


    ‘So what are they going to do with us?’ Timothy was now sitting on the top stair, nursing his long black gun with the casual ease of a soldier in Vietnam. ‘If they let us go, they know we’ll only go to the police. And they’ll come and dig the body up and . . .’ He shrugged. ‘They either have to shut our mouths or . . .’ He sounded so coolly excited; as if he were watching a hard-­fought football match.


    ‘I don’t understand any of it,’ said Rose, helplessly.


    ‘Oh, I do,’ said Timothy. ‘That man who cut you on the forehead. That’s because he thought you were a witch. Or he was frightened you might be. He was making sure. He cut you on your forehead to take your witchly powers away. They did that to the witch in Darkness at Nunmere on the TV. If you cut a witch above her windpipe, you take all her powers away . . .’


    ‘That’s right, Mum,’ said Jane. ‘I saw it too.’


    ‘But . . .’ Rose’s voice rose to a wail. ‘I don’t see any of it. I don’t see why they killed Sepp Yaxley in the first place. He was their Cunning Man. They paid him to do things . . .’


    ‘Show her that account book,’ said Timothy. He got up from where he was sitting, and she heard him moving softly from room to room upstairs, on the look-­out.


    Jane came back with the account book, open at the last page. ‘See,’ she said. ‘He must have got across them. They turned against him.’


    There were only three items on the last page.


    To treating Miss B.R. for the Old Johnnie Five pounds


    To rail fare to Norwich for the inquest on B.R. Four pounds


    To rail fare to Norwich to hear the verdict Four pounds


    Jane said softly, ‘They must have blamed him for her death. Nobody came to see him after that. Nobody paid him anything.’


    Rose looked at the last date. It was the 25th of May, 1981.


    ‘But . . . but . . .’ said poor Rose.


    ‘Oh, don’t tell us this is England, Mum. Or the twentieth century or anything. The last Cunning Man was only done in in 1945. He was a farmworker in the Cotswolds. They found him dead with a pitchfork through him. We saw it on a programme about Fabian of the Yard – you know, the famous Flying Squad detective. Fabian investigated it for years – he even went back to the village dozens of times after he retired. He knew it was a ritual killing – there was no other motive. He always believed it was witchcraft. But he never got anywhere. He reckoned the whole village was in the murder together – that they appointed one man to do the killing, and they weren’t saying anything. You can’t get anywhere if a whole village is against you.’


    It was the matter-­of-­fact way she said it that chilled Rose. She wished profoundly that she’d taken more care in controlling what they watched on TV. But when they both had portables in their own rooms . . .


    Timothy had resumed his seat at the top of the stairs. He said, a little pityingly Rose thought, ‘How did they catch you, Mum? Had they duffed in the car?’


    Rose nodded mutely.


    ‘And duffed in the phone-­box?’


    She nodded again.


    ‘What about Miss Yaxley?’


    Humbly, she told him. It was very strange, having your son boss you about with such certainty. He was suddenly very like Philip; they were both suddenly very like Philip. Well, it’s better than being soft and helpless like me, she thought. And hopelessly wished Philip were here.


    ‘Point is, what happens now?’ said Timothy. ‘I don’t reckon they’ll try anything before dark. They know what they’ll get.’


    ‘You wouldn’t shoot them in the face, would you, Tim?’


    ‘Damn right I would. They’re going to kill us.’


    ‘Oh, that’s silly. How could they? Daddy knows where we are. Miss Yaxley knows we’re here. The minister of Cley knows we’re here. They’d never get away with it. Daddy would raise heaven and earth. The police wouldn’t rest. And if they found our bodies, or even us just missing . . .’


    ‘That’s what you think! We’ve worked out one perfect way they could do it already. Tie us up in bed upstairs, and set fire to the whole cottage. With all these oil-­lamps and a cat roving the house . . . whole families die in accidental fires every week. You see it on the local TV. It doesn’t even make the main news headlines.’


    ‘But the police would find the ropes tying us . . .’


    ‘They’d be lucky to find anything of us. How could they even get a fire-­engine up this path? And where would it come from? Cromer? Sheringham? Place would be a pile of smouldering ashes by the time they even got here. I mean, they wouldn’t even know the house was burning, unless they saw the light in the sky from Cley. And this is the time they burn the stubble anyway. I can see one field of stubble burning from here. Between us and Cley.’


    Poor Rose could find nothing to say.


    ‘Point is,’ said Timothy, ‘we’ve got to save ourselves. I can hold them off till dark, because I’ve scared them now. They’ll be looking at that old bastard’s hand, and wondering what it’s like having the same hole in your face. But after dark, one petrol-­bomb through a downstairs window . . .’


    ‘Can’t we make a run for it?’ asked Jane.


    ‘They’re watching the house. Pretending to be cutting the hedges. I can see five of them. They’re all round . . .’


    This just isn’t happening, thought Rose wildly.


    ‘One of us might get away, around dusk,’ said Tim thoughtfully. ‘If one of us got away, they wouldn’t dare harm the others. Not unless the one that got away was caught. Where’s the nearest help, Mum, d’you think?’


    ‘The minister,’ said Rose weakly. ‘The minister at Cley. He knows . . . most of it, anyway. He wanted to help us get out this morning. He offered . . .’


    ‘Pity you didn’t take his advice,’ said Timothy, mercilessly.


    ‘Or the police,’ said Rose.


    ‘They’ll be keeping an eye on the police-station,’ said Timothy. ‘On the whole Cley road. You’ll have to work across the fields, Jane. Or go down to the shore and along the beach. They might even send someone down to the beach. Keep to the hedgerows, that’s best.’


    ‘Jane can’t go!’ said Rose desperately.


    ‘Well I can’t go,’ said Tim. ‘Jane’s useless with the pistol. Can’t hit anything.’ Then he added, ‘And you’re too big, Mum.’ Then he added, in a kinder voice, ‘Besides, you’ve got to stay and talk to them, if they come back.’


    It began to rain towards dusk. Great clouds swept in over the sea, and the dusk began to come terribly quickly. Rose just sat, without volition, without belief. All the life seemed to have run out of her.


    She started out of a cold doze, as Timothy spoke to her. Kindly. Reassuringly. Just like Philip. She looked at her son. He looked tense, but in a way he was loving it. She remembered an army colonel talking on the radio once. Young men make the best soldiers, he had said. Eighteen-year-­olds, even sixteen-­year-­olds, make the best killers. They have no imagination; they do not understand what it is to inflict or suffer pain and death. How about thirteen-­year-­olds? she thought wildly. She had read of thirteen-­year-­olds committing murder. In America even ten- or eleven-year-­olds. With guns. It was all a video game to them, at that age.


    Mature people make the worst killers, the colonel had said. Because they can empathize with pain. My God, she thought, I am a useless quivering mass of empathy.


    ‘Got a little job for you, Mum. Now listen! All I want is for you to go down to the outhouse. Use it, if you like. You must be bursting by now. But the thing is, when you come out, forget to close the outhouse door. Just leave it open, about a foot or so. Right? Now can you remember that? Don’t close the door afterwards. Just leave it open, carelessly. Open, right?’


    Wearily, she nodded. There seemed no harm in leaving an outhouse door open.


    ‘Off you go, then!’ He hauled her out of her chair and gave her a helpful push towards the door.


    ‘Put your anorak hood up,’ said Tim. ‘It’s raining. You’ll get your hair wet.’


    Without thought, she let him push it up for her; he patted her hair back in place with affection, and let her pass.


    It seemed a long lonely walk to the outhouse. She glanced about, nervously. She spotted one man cutting a hedge at a distance. He straightened up as she emerged. Watched her all the way to the outhouse door. It was strangely humiliating. She pulled the door hard shut, and bolted it on the inside.


    The need to go came on excruciatingly; she only just got her jeans down in time. Even her body felt a hostile stranger.


    Afterwards, she nearly shut the door behind her. From sheer habit. It was only the sight of Tim’s anxious face and gesturing hand in the kitchen window that reminded her in time.


    She walked back to the garden, in a cold sweat. Couldn’t she do anything right, even something as simple as leaving an outhouse door open?


    ‘Well done,’ said Tim warmly. ‘Good old Mum.’ He gave her a comforting kiss, and she nearly wept.


    He had stopped her from closing the back door either. And she noticed he was now wearing his dark sweater and dark trousers, and had soot smeared across his face.


    ‘Right,’ he said. ‘You start lighting the oil-lamps. Keep them as near the windows as possible. Kitchen first. That’ll give the bastards something to watch.’


    She went to the kitchen windowsill where the oil-­lamps were kept. Began taking off shades and chimneys, with quivering hands. Then struck a match and went along the row, lighting them one after the other.


    ‘Is that right?’ she asked humbly.


    But her son was no longer there. Startled, she looked around. ‘Tim?’


    ‘Shush,’ said Jane. ‘He’s wriggling down the hedge. Don’t look, Mum, for hell’s sake.’ Then she added, ‘Good, he’s made it.’


    ‘What’s he doing?’ Rose felt her panic rise again.


    ‘You know the outhouse,’ said Jane. ‘Well, when Mr. Gotobed came to see to us, he didn’t carry it out through the garden, where it might offend us. He took it out of the outhouse through a hatch in the back wall. Which leads straight out into the next field. If Tim can get the hatch open, one of us can get out that way. Into the hedge.’


    Jane was putting on Tim’s red anorak now, over the top of her own blue one. Zipping it up, pulling up the hood so it hid her face completely.


    She looked out of the dimming window.


    ‘There’s Tim signalling. Time to go. Bye-­bye, Mum. Love you.’


    And then she was strolling down the garden, giving nervous looks around, in Tim’s anorak.


    The outhouse door closed behind her.


    Rose waited for she knew not what. Then a figure in a red anorak was coming up the path, head down and hood up against the rain.


    ‘Jane?’


    The door closed behind the figure. The hood was pushed back, and the grinning face of Tim appeared.


    ‘She’s away through the hatch, Mum. Into the hedge and on her way. It’ll take her a couple of hours, but they won’t get her now. It’s getting dark, and she’s the best hider I know. I blacked her face and closed the hatch, so they won’t spot anything. All we have to do now is wait.’


    


    


    

  


  
    Eleven


    They waited till it was very nearly dark. Half an hour had passed, without a sign or shout from the outside. Jane must be well away by this time. Heading for the minister, the police, civilisation. It was a warming thought, and she hugged it to herself. Whatever happened through this dreadful night, her daughter was safe.


    She was at the upstairs back window, keeping watch, while Tim kept watch at the front. There was still a little pink light in the sky to the west; the last of day. The last of any day she might ever see. She shivered and hugged her anorak round her; but she still could not quite make herself believe that anybody was going to kill anybody. Oddly it was still the villagers’ power to kill she doubted. Not Tim’s. Tim was lost, quietly exalted in some dream of war. Every upstairs window was wide open. There was a little neat shining row of air-­pistol slugs arranged along every windowsill in the house. Carefully spaced an inch apart, for speedy picking up. All the movies had come home to Tim. Dirty Harry, Lethal Weapon II, Full Metal Jacket, Rambo, The Exterminator. Barred from the cinema, forbidden them at home, Tim had watched them all at friends’ houses. Over and over. They had started their graduation in killing a year early . . .


    ‘Mum?’ Tim’s voice was low and urgent, but not at all panicky. ‘Mum, they’re coming. About four of them. Come and hold the torch for me. Don’t switch it on till they’re really close, and then let them have it full in the face. It’ll blind them.’


    She took the big torch from him; aware that her hands were shaking, and that his hand was merely . . . tensed, thrumming.


    ‘Don’t stand right in the window, Mum!’ Mild exasperation had crept into his tone. ‘Stand to one side, so they can’t see you.’ He himself was standing next to the window, back to the wall, gun pointing upwards gracefully, professionally. How often had she seen that pose on TV? Cagney and Lacey, Dempsey and Makepiece, Miami Vice . . . It was more familiar than the England team lining up in a defensive wall for a free kick, more familiar than Graham Gooch adjusting his helmet . . .


    She heard the footsteps crunching up the path from the sea; crunching on the old bricks by the gate.


    ‘Right, Mum, now.’


    She flicked on the torch. In its white glare, she saw every detail of Mr. Gotobed’s laid hedge, the straggling rose-­trees that he had freed from the weeds, so long ago. Four men in old shabby coats with white faces, and hands reaching up to shield their eyes from the light . . .


    ‘That’s far enough,’ shouted Tim. His voice rose, not with hysteria. But with pressure; like a pressure-­gauge mounting in some disaster movie. He was very close to firing . . .


    The men stopped abruptly; perhaps they could hear the tone in his voice too. Then the one with the spectacles, the one with the bandaged hand, called out, ‘Missus, we got your daughter, hare.’


    And Jane was pushed forward from the back. It was quite clearly Jane. Her blue anorak was very dirty; and she looked pretty scared.


    ‘She shouldn’t be wandering around the country after dark,’ said another of the men.


    And somebody snickered. It was a horrible sound, that filled Rose with despair.


    ‘We don’t want to do her no harm,’ said the man in the spectacles. ‘Just hurry up and open that door, so she can come on in.’


    Rose saw they were keeping a very tight grip on her, one on either side.


    ‘C’mon, missus, open that door . . .’


    What else was there to do?


    And then she saw a movement on the ground, nearer the house. A small cautious furtive movement, that wavered at the edge of her flicking torchlight.


    And then the cat stepped into the circle of light.


    Yaxley’s cat.


    It walked up to the men, to within two yards of them.


    It inspected them, with a certain curiosity, a pricking of its dark ears.


    They saw it. At least someone did.


    ‘That’s Sepp’s cat,’ said someone uneasily. The men seemed to edge a little closer to each other.


    The cat looked at one face after another. It seemed to take its time. One, two, three.


    And then, before Rose could blink, it launched itself at the fourth face; the man with the spectacles. There was a wild scream.


    ‘My eyes. Gerrit off, gerrit off.’


    There was a milling mass of arms around the cat. And at the same moment, Jane broke free and ran off round the house.


    ‘Back door, Mum, back door, quick,’ shouted Tim.


    Behind her, as she ran downstairs, she heard the hissing chug of Tim’s air-­pistol and a man shouting, ‘Christ, my face. Christ, my face.’


    Then the back door was open and bolted again, and Rose’s sobbing daughter was in her arms.


    And immediately, Tim was yelling for them upstairs.


    But when they got there and shone the torch, the garden was empty. But for the stretched-­out body of Yaxley’s cat. And a pair of spectacles, that glinted. But only one lens glinted. The other had some stuff on it.


    Tim did a careful round of the other windows. ‘Put out the oil-­lamps downstairs, Mum.’ he called. ‘We don’t want to make their job easy for them.’


    Rose did as she was told and returned. Jane had stopped crying already.


    ‘They caught me on the beach,’ she said, bitterly. ‘Only I got fed up with crawling through hedges . . .’


    ‘Stupid nerd,’ said Timothy. ‘You might have known. I warned you.’


    ‘You try crawling through hedges . . .’


    Rose comforted herself that nothing serious could have happened to Jane. She looked sadly down at the body of the cat.


    ‘It knew,’ said Timothy.


    ‘Knew what?’


    ‘Knew who the real murderer was. It just looked at the other three, then went for him. The cat must have seen it all happen. It remembered. Cats never forget anything. Well, it had its revenge. Nearly clawed his face to bits. I bet he hasn’t got much to look out of now . . .’


    ‘Timothy!’ From somewhere, Rose still had the power to be shocked.


    Tim shrugged, and pretended to draw a bead at the old garden gate. ‘They’ll be a bit sorry for themselves for a while now. They were flailing at the cat with their billhooks and hitting each other. And I hit one of them in the cheek, I think. That’ll have knocked a few teeth out. And with what the cat did . . . they won’t be back for half an hour, I reckon.’ He sighed. ‘But they’ll have the young blokes with them, the next time.’


    They did.


    They were standing in huddles in the lane, behind the hedge. They were standing in huddles all round the back garden. The sound of their excited muttering, their arguments and plans came up like the sound of a disturbed hive of bees.


    Tim had done his best. Getting Jane to suddenly shine the torch on a bit of hedge, from one window after another, making them duck before the air-pistol chugged and another slug went whining away.


    But there were no more yelps; no sign that he had hit anything else. And they had bottles with rags in the top; she had seen their glint in the light of the torch.


    Rose sat in her daze; she no longer had the heart; she despaired. She was just glad the children had something to occupy themselves in their last moments; that they were still fighting and not afraid. Oddly, she was proud of them. Philip would have been proud of them too . . .


    She thought sadly of Philip; of what he would have to face when he came. But she thought he would survive it, somehow. Make a new life for himself, eventually . . . perhaps the minister could help him. Perhaps Philip would work like hell to put two and two together, drive the police frantic with the power he had in the company and his important friends. Philip might even prove murder, have revenge.


    But what good was revenge? She and the kids would all be . . .


    ‘I think they’re going to have a go, Mum,’ said Timothy, quietly. ‘They’re getting all worked up to it.’ Then he added in disgust, ‘Half of them are drunk.’


    He was ever his father’s son. No time for the peasants of this world. He probably would kill one of them, before the flames got too high. Maybe more than one.


    Well, he was entitled.


    Then she heard him say, startled.


    ‘Hey, what’s that?’


    She ran to the window.


    A pair of searchlights, up towards Wallney. Little searchlights that were nearly parallel to the ground, but bobbed and swayed upwards, uncertainly.


    A car, forcing its way up the old path from the village. She could hear its heavy engine now, and the smashing of branches. Some other aid to killing them?


    But the faces in the lane had turned to watch the lights come. And they stood very still; not like men who are welcoming support. They stood with their arms flaccid by their sides; suddenly for some reason no longer wary even of the danger of the air-­pistol. Something had made them quite forget about the danger of the air-­pistol . . .


    The saving headlights got nearer; the throb of the diesel engine louder, the crashing of the branches more frantic. And now there were blue lights, revolving and winking above the headlights. The red legend


    STOP POLICE


    It stopped about fifty yards away, its headlights lighting up everything. And under the brilliance of those lights, the crowd in the lane began to . . . melt, dribble away, vanish.


    ‘That won’t save them,’ said Tim with great satisfaction. ‘They can run as far as they like. I recognised half of them. The woman from the mini-market was there. And her husband.’


    Rose shuddered at his tone; there wasn’t the slightest trace of mercy in it. Everyone was going to pay to the uttermost penny.


    But it was time to welcome their saviours, who were getting out of the white, striped Range Rover, and walking along the path to the cottage. Two policemen, with white covers to their caps; one without a white cover, and a bare-­headed man in the middle. She strained her eyes to make out who it was; but the figure was in silhouette against the headlights.


    It was too short and squat for Philip; too broad for the little minister. Certainly never Miss Yaxley . . . who was it?


    The figure stopped at the gate and turned, lifting its face to the upstairs window.


    It had black spectacles; mended on the bridge with black adhesive tape. It wore dirty rubbers.


    ‘You all right, missus?’ shouted Mr. Gotobed. She shouted yes.


    ‘That’s good. Wiv had one killin’. We don’t want no more.’


    ‘They killed the cat,’ she shouted. ‘It’s lying in the front garden.’


    Tim shone his torch, at where the body lay.


    But there was no body; there wasn’t even any blood. Of Yaxley’s cat, there was no sign.


    They spent the night at the police station in Sheringham. They spent the night, but they didn’t sleep. Philip was there before midnight; hurling his weight about with the police. The little minister was there, desperately concerned, trying to help. And policemen asking questions and telephoning. And Jane, now it was all over, keeping on rushing off to be sick. And Timothy, telling all he knew, consigning people to custody without blinking an eye.


    ‘And there was a tall thin bloke with reddish hair cut very short – I’ve seen him in the post office. He drives a tractor – a Fordson tractor – I can’t remember the number-­plates. I think he’d got a tattoo on his left wrist . . .’ Tim demonic, tireless, sipping endless cans of Coke and damning souls to hell. The avenging angel. He frightened her now, more than the old man with the spectacles had frightened her. And Jane, at his shoulder, backing him up between her bouts of sickness, nodding at every word he said. Every power of the state at his command; the perks of the rich. And Philip standing watching him, approving, equally avenging, equally merciless.


    She could almost feel sorry for the villagers she saw being led past the police station’s swinging doors. Shrunken, baffled, hopeless. Ripped out of their tiny cosy world into a huge world that wanted only their names and addresses and their confessions and their punishment.


    Rose felt more alone than she ever had in her life.


    The little minister came across to her, and put an arm round her and unashamedly held her hand.


    ‘Oh, Father,’ she said. ‘Is there no mercy anywhere?’


    ‘Yes, there is mercy,’ he said, nodding wearily.


    She hoped he wasn’t going to talk about God; try to stick God over every wound like a sticking plaster.


    And he didn’t let her down.


    ‘In Mr. Gotobed,’ he said.


    Then added, ‘And in you yourself, my dear.’
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