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To my son, Joseph William




Author’s Foreword


Does having children change the way you write? It’s a question often put to me. The answer is: yes, profoundly.


I wouldn’t make any grand claims about it making you either a better or a worse writer, but it certainly makes you a different writer. The experience of having children is so clearly different for different people. For some people the entire process is obviously about as significant as having a glass of beer. For me, as someone who had originally decided that I never wanted children it is and remains an overwhelming and transformative psychic explosion. 


Anyway, Smoking Poppy was written while I was still adjusting to the magnificent emotional derailment called fatherhood. It was like all the coloured jewels had dropped out of the end of a kaleidoscope and there I was trying to assemble a new mosaic out of all these bits. One of the most unexpected jewels that Nature comes up with is the protect-and-nurture instinct to pick up your new-born child and hold it right there in your arms. This is astonishing considering that other people’s new-borns are or were pretty revolting alimentary canals squirting body fluids at either end: something to hand back quickly to the oafishly smiling father or the enraptured mother who thought it was “pleasantly bonding” to let you handle their bundle in the first place.


Ah, but when it’s your own! Nature doesn’t just make you want to pick up and hug your child, it triggers complex hormones and pheromones that actually addict you to the practice of handling your child. A divine scent comes streaming from the soft fontanel of your baby’s crown. You get one whiff of that and you are a gonna. It’s more addictive than crack cocaine, and it never gives you a downer. It’s pure reward. Pick me up in your arms! Get a free hit!


It stays with you all your life, that hit. This natural charge is so strong that next time someone gives you an alimentary canal to hold you don’t run from the room screaming anymore. You surreptitiously pass the baby’s fontanel under your searching nostril to see if you can still reclaim the scent of heaven. Just once again. Please.


This novel, Smoking Poppy, sprang from that single idea. What happens when you are so addicted to the love you have for your children when you have to let them go? Or can you ever really let them go? In fact I open the novel with this idea. I wasn’t going to, initially. The passage that now opens the story was buried deep in the middle of the novel somewhere until my very smart editor Jason Kauffman suggested hauling it to the front. I still think it’s one of the best openings of all my books.


Though the book is much more of an adventure novel than domestic drama. I have a habit (uncomfortable for publishers, though they let me get away with it) of splicing genres. Here was one I hadn’t tried, almost Victorian in character: the pale-faced Englishman plunged into exotic climes and inscrutable Orientals: but breathed upon all the time by the fumes of the supernatural.


Not that there are any hard-core ghosts in Smoking Poppy. If anything, my protagonist Danny is his own ghost. Although his quest is to find his daughter, he has over the years been losing his soul and though it takes him some time to realise it, he is also on a quest to get it back.


One way he thinks he might find it is by sticking his nose in books. In order to get a clue to his daughter’s frame of mind he reads stuff like Thomas De Quincy’s Confessions Of An Opium Eater. Not that he can drag much sense out of the book, though he is impressed by the short section on the mysterious “Dark Interpreter”. Perhaps in that one regard he is a bit too much like me.


I had a lot of fun in writing the characters of Danny, Mick and Phil. Danny is one of those intelligent blue-collar workers who through no fault of his own never got the chance of a university education, though he worked hard to ensure his own children had exactly that. He is disappointed in that sending his children off to university for three years only seemed to have the effect of alienating his children from him. He’s a clever man but he is exasperated with the world. He is also infuriating when he can’t see further than his nose. By which I mean I hope he is infuriating to the reader.


For American readers “The Quiz night” in the early section of the novel is a common feature of British pub life. Teams for three or four players will assemble and pay a few quid into a “pot”. Then a quizmaster will pluck up a badly whistling microphone and hit them up with a series of General Knowledge questions. What was the name of Elvis Presley’s first wife? (“Mrs Presley” won’t cut it.) By what name is the former country of Burma now known? This kind of thing can be spread across an entire evening. The winning team takes the pot and – what do you know – it’s always the same team who wins.


Danny, Mick and Phil travel from this cosy world of provincial British pubs to the opium-growing borderlands of Thailand and Myanmar (formerly Burma, but you knew that). There are very few places on the planet that can support the effective cultivation of the opium poppy, even though the raw plant is still the basis of the heroin trade. You need very high altitude, hot weather in the daytime and the sudden swoop of low temperatures at night. This combination makes the poppy sweat during the day and the sap then crystallises overnight for harvesting.


The giant folded mountains of the region mentioned above and Afghanistan are the main production centres. I found Thailand/Myanmar much more the culturally interesting a place to send my three reluctant companions. The people living in these mountains are neither Thai nor Burmese. They are impoverished ethnic hill tribes with animistic belief systems. They worship the spirits. These people migrated from Tibet a few hundred years ago and brought the secrets of the poppy with them. The spirit gates and fertility swings I describe in the novel are taken very seriously. They are meanwhile terrorised by the Myanmar government and by opium-gangs alike.


I witnessed all of this when I spent some time living in the jungle with the ethnic hill tribes. I was definitely a tourist rather than an anthropologist but the time I spent there gave me some insight. Spirit gates are erected in the village and are carved with wonderful grotesque and vulgar figures. It is taboo to touch a spirit gate. They exist to signal to the spirits that they have free and unimpeded passage through the village. I was told in no uncertain terms that I should ask permission of the spirits before doing anything. For example before bathing in the river. I was warned that if I didn’t ask the spirits for permission before bathing that I would get a serious stomach upset. I must say I complied and I was fine.


Opium was grown by the villagers. They have no medicine or pharmaceuticals and the drug was mainly considered as a relief for people in their old age. Problems started when young people copied western tourists in using the opium recreationally.


Into this walk Danny, Mick and Phil. It’s all a long way from the cosy British pub on a rainy Tuesday night, which of course was my intention. It’s an adventure story as I say. But it also turns out to be a book about love and friendship.


Graham Joyce


June 2013
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Oh that Charlie of mine, how I wanted her back.


When a baby is born the fontanelle at the top of the head yawns open. You fill the hole with shimmering, molten, free-running love, where it sets and hardens over the hole with something like bone. But for the first few weeks of a baby’s life you are intoxicated by the extraordinary scent of its head. The chemical fix. A gift from the gardens of paradise. You want it all the time, and you only get it when you cradle that baby in your arms.


After the first year this perfume thins out, but it never deserts the child entirely. So you keep hugging. Every time you pick up that infant you look for an opportunity to get her hair under your nostrils so you might get a hint, a hit, once more, of the perfume of heaven. It’s still there when she’s six years old. And even at eleven. And though between the ages of twelve and fifteen she pushes away your fatherly embrace, she still comes to you when she’s tired or hurt or unhappy. Then at seventeen it seems she’s more likely to come back to you, relaxed in your company again, not afraid to take a hug. And you’re still getting it. That scent. That charge. The love amalgam, fixed and hardening there from Day One. It’s still there.


And it’s there on the October afternoon, with the golden leaves spinning all around you when you hug her and kiss her and wave her away to her life.


Yes how I wanted her back. My Charlie. Just for two minutes. Just so I could hold her, and sniff her hair to check that she was all right. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t because she was rotting in a prison cell in some Far Eastern jail. And it made me want to howl like a dog.


I was struggling to assemble a flatpack chest of drawers when Sheila called to tell me that Charlie had turned up in some place called Chiang Mai. The flatpack contained one hundred and thirty-three individual parts, not counting the screws and the small tube of wood glue, and the suppliers had enclosed a Chinese diagram. There were no instructions on the diagram, just pictures, and arrows that made me think of the bowmen of Agincourt. I couldn’t make sense of any of it.


‘Are you there?’ Sheila said.


‘Of course I’m here.’ I was there all right. I was holding the diagram, the wood glue, sections P and Q, and I had the telephone squeezed under my neck. I was there.


‘Only you haven’t said anything.’


‘No, I haven’t said anything.’


Then Sheila dropped silent on me and I felt so angry and confused and upset I clattered sections P and Q back in the box and threw the tube of wood glue against the wall.


‘What’s that?’ Sheila wanted to know.


‘I dropped the phone.’


‘Are you coming over?’


I didn’t want to. Go over, I mean. I’d spent the last three months avoiding going over. ‘Yes.’ I thought I detected sniffle at the other end of the line. ‘Look at it this way,’ I said. ‘At least Charlie’s not dead.’


I did go round and it was terrible. Just terrible. After we’d talked about Charlie and what might be done we had nothing to say to each other, and Sheila spent the whole time sighing heavily. I’m the wronged party and yet she’s the one who sighs all the time.


I looked at my watch. I had to be at the Clipper for eight o’clock. They do a decent quiz at the Clipper, and besides I’m part of a team.


‘You don’t have to go,’ Sheila said, getting up.


‘I don’t want to be here when whasisname comes round.’ I know the swine’s name but I always make out I don’t, even though I don’t care whether he’s there or not.


‘He doesn’t come here, Danny. I’ve told you before I’ve never allowed him here.’


‘All right,’ I said, ‘but I’ve got to go. I’ll give this bloke from the Foreign Office a ring tomorrow and I’ll tell you what we can work out.’ I brushed my lips against Sheila’s rosy cheeks and she sighed again.


Chiang Mai? I was very glad when I got to the Clipper.


Halfway through the quiz they stop for a breather. This is annoying because we then have to spend twenty minutes making conversation. I have to point out that the other members of my team, even though we’ve been playing together for some years, are not exactly choice company. You need a team of three or four, and we got shuffled together when the thing first got launched.


Quite often we win, though we do have our rivals. Among others there’s an angry-looking mob of militant college teachers who huddle by the fireside; a team of pleasant lesbians; and a beery group of engineers. All of these come close, and every Tuesday the quiz provides a diversion. Though as I say, there are these twenty-minute pauses when we have to make conversation, and Mick Williams always kicks off by asking me what sort of a day I’ve had.


‘What sort of a day have you had then, Dan?’


‘Ach, not bad,’ I always say, and then I try to eavesdrop on the Pleasant Lesbians or on the Fireside Tendency; not to cheat, but to avoid getting drawn in to idle chat. In any event I’m not likely to tell him that today the Foreign Office phoned my now ex-wife at our family home to say that our daughter had been arrested in Chiang Mai for smuggling drugs and was likely to face a death sentence. I wasn’t going to drop that little bombshell in the middle of the pub quiz. Apart from which, Mick Williams didn’t even know I had a daughter, or a son come to that, since I’d never mentioned either.


At this point in the successfully derailed conversation, Mick Williams normally grunts, takes a sip of his Old Muckster’s Jubilee Ale and moves on to Izzy, to whom he puts the same question. Slightly more talkative than I am, Izzy can be relied upon to keep the pot boiling until the quiz is ready to resume. But Mick was in an unusual mood that evening, and instead of passing on to Izzy he sucked the buttery beer froth from his upper lip and stared me down. ‘Not bad? Know what Dan, you’ve been not bad for three years now. Time you were summit other.’


Izzy snorted and downed her gin ’n’ tonic. I laughed off the remark, but Mick wasn’t smiling.


‘No,’ he said. ‘For three years I’ve asked you what sort of a day you’ve had, and for three years you’ve given me the same answer. I tell you about my day. Izzy tells us about her day. But you – you never part with anything.’


His bull-like neck was thrust forward at me across the table’s empty glasses. His face was pink, and blue veins twitched on his brow. The half-grin on my lips curdled. ‘You’re a skinflint,’ he said. ‘A tightwad. A miser with information.’


I looked to Izzy for support, but she was on his side. ‘Splendid fellow,’ she said in that cut-glass accent of hers. ‘Winkle him out, that’s it.’


I felt got at. Mostly I was irritated by Izzy’s last remark. A bespectacled elderly spinster with a gigantic bosom and hair fixed in a bun, Izzy was a lecturer at the university across the road from the Clipper. Nylon anorak, tweed skirt, pilled woollen stockings. How she managed to keep her career together was a mystery to Mick and I. Always half-cut when she appeared for the quiz on a Tuesday night, after several large gins she was customarily plastered by the time she left the place. I could have said something nasty about her alcoholism, but I just smiled weakly. ‘Drinks anyone?’


‘No,’ Mick said, snatching the glasses out of my hands. ‘It’s Izzy’s round, and besides you don’t cop out of it that easily.’ Izzy took the hint, and after she’d gone to the bar Mick stuck his nose right up against mine and said, ‘Two lines.’


‘What?’ He was pressed in so close I could feel an airstream on my face, warm from his flaring nostrils.


His pudgy forefinger pointed to a spot between his eyebrows, right above the bridge of his nose. ‘Two thick lines. Right here. You. Worried to death. Now let me ask you again: what sort of a day have you had?’


It was a disconcerting moment. Mick’s face, crowned by wispy blond curls that should rightly grace a cherub and not someone resembling a bareknuckle boxer, was so close I could hardly focus. His lovely blue-curaçao eyes fixed on me without blinking. I could have blurted it out there and then, the whole thing, Charlie and Chiang Mai and the Foreign Office. But I wasn’t even sure I liked Mick Williams, let alone wanted to disclose the most intimate details of my life. Come to think of it, I knew as little about him as he did about me, even though he was as proficient at talking as I was the contrary.


A market trader, peddling squashy, over-ripe fruit and veg on Leicester market, he was a big man, a bruiser; but his blond eyelashes, pimento face and piggy eyes belied an intelligent and lively mind. He was also my snooker partner on Thursday nights, but quite apart from that he was too blustering and noisy to be the sort of person I would want to count as a friend.


He stared at me, waiting for an answer. I thrust my hands deep into my pockets and found there a ball of screwed-up paper. ‘Right,’ I said, smoothing out the flatpack furniture diagram on the table. ‘I’ve spent the whole day trying to work this one out, and if you can do it you’re a better man than I am.’


Mick snatched up the diagram and studied it suspiciously. His nose twitched a couple of times as he turned the thing on its side, as if that would help. Izzy returned with the drinks. ‘What the devil’s that?’ she wanted to know, setting the drinks down on the table.


‘It’s an IQ test,’ Mick said.


‘Instructions for sticking bits of wood together,’ I told her.


‘Ghastly things. Too complicated,’ she said. This was a woman who taught Latin and classical Greek to children with iron rings through their noses and lips.


‘Made in Thailand,’ Mick observed, reading the small print at the foot of the diagram.


‘That’s funny,’ I said.


‘Why is that funny?’ But I didn’t have to tell them why it was funny because the quiz got underway again and there were other things to think about. Mick’s nostrils twitched. Though I pretended to study the answer sheet I could see him watching me. ‘I’m not falling for that,’ he snorted, before question number one got fired across the Clipper’s bows.


I kept my head down.
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The following day I called the Foreign Office on the number Sheila had given me, and asked to speak to a Mr Farquar-Thompson. It wasn’t very satisfactory, since I had to call from a customer’s house. I was rewiring a lady’s house – yes, I’m a sparks by trade – and since my cellphone bill had gone unpaid I asked for permission to use her phone. I offered to pay for the call but she refused, extracting an alternative payment by standing next to me and fingering the button at the neck of her blouse throughout the entire call.


Farquar-Thompson had to get the file. At first he didn’t seem to know what I was talking about. Then when he returned he spoke about Charlotte’s case with surprising authority. I was trying to get as much information as I could without letting on to the lady standing next to me. All through the call I wanted to shout, ‘Where the fuck is Chiang Mai? When is the next flight?’


‘We can arrange visiting rights,’ Farquar-Thompson intoned, ‘and we can pass on supplies.’


‘Is that all?’


‘She has a lawyer looking after her interests, but I have to tell you that the case looks cut and dried. She was caught in possession of a fairly large quantity of the stuff. A mule, I think is the expression. Or is it an ant? We put a lot of pressure on the Thai authorities to stamp out drug dealing, so they in turn like to come down heavily on drug traffickers, particularly Western ones.’


‘What’s she facing?’


‘As I said to your wife, she would be unlucky to be handed a death sentence, though I have to say we can’t rule it out. She may however get life, or twenty years.’


The room tilted. Maybe Farquar-Thompson heard me gulp.


‘We’ve arranged a decent legal team, Mr Innes, and she is visited by embassy staff.’


I could imagine. ‘How often?’


‘As frequently as we can possibly manage. You’ll let us know if you intend making the journey out there?’ He was tying up the call.


‘Yes, of course I’ll be going out there. Thank you. Thank you for your help.’


‘Not at all.’


Hands trembling, I put the receiver gently back on its cradle. The lady whose phone I’d been using informed me that, after a great deal of consideration, she wanted another double plug socket in her kitchen, just there, above the work-top, so that it would be handy for the liquidiser and the toaster.


Charlotte, whom Farquar-Thompson told me was languishing in a Thai prison, was my only daughter. She was twenty-two at the time. I also had a son three years older, but fathers are more tender towards their daughters and it was Charlie whom I doted on and whom I indulged until, just after her eighteenth birthday, I waved her away to Oxford University one bright sunny October afternoon. The whiff of autumn was on the breeze that day, mashed leaves, mushrooms, fallen damsons, and I will admit to basking in a certain pride: both her mother and I left school when we were sixteen. Her teachers also told me that getting to Oxford is quite an achievement if you haven’t had the benefit of a private education or friends at the BBC.


Bright girl.


Well I don’t know about any of that, and I don’t know what they teach you at Oxford, but Charlie came back with gold rings inserted through nostril, bottom lip and belly-button. That was just the ones I could see. She’d also cultivated the politics of an international terrorist, which she would turn on me like a flame thrower. My sweet-natured little girl. Then it seemed that every time I opened my mouth I was confirmed as a moral idiot. Oxford somehow convinced her that she was a princess of folktale, handed over at birth to the family of swineherds.


You can’t always bite your lip. This was the daughter whose bottom I’d wiped, whom I’d taught to swim and to play football, whose spangly, glycerine-like tears I’d licked and for whom I’d interpreted the entire world and all its levers, pulleys and creaking mechanisms. Mick Williams would say I treated her with too much seriousness, but everything was flung back in my teeth. I’d worked extra weekends fixing double sockets in kitchens to put her through university, but that made me a capitalist lackey, whatever that is. I’d encouraged Sheila to stay home when the children were small, putting love before money, but that was me oppressing Sheila. I’d put good quality meat on the table, so I was a torturer of animals and a force-feeder of infants. In the holidays when Charlie was around, I used to look forward to coming home from a hard day’s graft just to see what further kind of a shit I was.


‘Hey, it don’t stop you staying here and sponging off us in the holidays, does it, sweetheart?’


‘There are plenty of places I could go! I don’t have to come here!’


‘Bugger off then!’


‘He doesn’t mean it,’ Sheila would say. ‘He’s winding you up, Charlie.’


‘I bloody do mean it!’


Really, I don’t know who was winding up who. Some of the deadbeats she used to bring home, I wondered if it was all for my benefit; you know, this one will kill him.


‘This is Pete.’ Or, ‘This is Zak.’


Pete or Zak was usually a white boy with dreadlocks and nose-stud: the rigid deadbeat uniform of a ‘traveller’ without the means to travel. Coming in behind him from the hallway, Charlie would sort of lob him across the lounge carpet like a smoking bomb. It would fall to Sheila to invite this new boyfriend to sit down, whereas I always wanted to say, no, please don’t, we’ve just had the upholstery shampooed. They weren’t always called Pete or Zak, but I found myself deliberately referring to them as if they were. I’d wait until Charlie and Sheila were out of the room before letting the Leicester Mercury dip into my lap.


‘Pete or Zak, can I ask you something?’


‘It’s Simon. Sure.’


‘You’re sure I can ask you anything? It’s sort of personal.’


‘Go ahead.’


‘Are you black, Pete?’


‘Duh?’


‘Only these dreadlocks, Pete. I wondered if you were, perhaps, black. You know, with the dreadlocks.’


‘Uh, no. White.’


‘Confusing for old farts like me. But I want you to understand that if you were black, Pete, you would be perfectly welcome. In fact sometimes I wish Charlie would bring a proper black fellow home. And I only ask so I can tell people, you know, neighbours and stuff, when they ask.’


‘Right.’


Then I would go back to hiding behind the newspaper. Sometimes my cheeks would be splitting, or I’d have to stuff a handkerchief in my mouth to stop myself guffawing from behind the Leicester Mercury.


But somehow the arguments lost their humour or their levity, and one Easter vacation we had a stand-up knock-down blue-blazing row, and Charlie went back to university and we never heard from her again. Telephone calls went unanswered, letters were returned unopened. We know she graduated, because Sheila opened correspondence sent to her home address.


And then Farquar-Thompson from the Foreign Office. Thailand. Chiang Mai. Drugs courier. Twenty years to life. A steep curve, from naughty girl to that.


Farquar-Thompson had told Sheila that Charlie hadn’t wanted them to contact us. She hadn’t wanted help of any kind. That grieved me. That in the moment when she needed our help more than at any other time, she could allow a foolish quarrel to stand between us. But the Foreign Office had informed us anyway as a matter of policy. Plus, it seemed, there were legal bills to consider.


Normally I like to do a good job for people, but I rushed the wiring that day so I could get home early, just to think about things. I say home when I mean my cold apartment. I’d been there twelve weeks and I was still trying to make it habitable. Sheila, bless her, had come and put curtains up for me. My clothes lay around in faintly festering piles, hence the defeated effort with flatpack drawers and wardrobes.


Grabbing a bottle of malt whisky, I stepped over the half-assembled chest of drawers and went to bed, even though it was only just after four in the afternoon. I was thinking about the day Charlotte was born. I was there at the birth. I’d missed my son Phil’s birth, out of cowardice I suppose. But I was there when Charlotte arrived, and I was still reeling from the blood and the mess and the gas ’n’ air and the exhaustion of it all when the midwife took Sheila to get cleaned up and dumped Charlie in my arms, leaving us alone in the delivery room.


It’s a singular moment. You hold in your arms this fragile new life and you hear the click, click, click of the universe expanding into empty space.


Charlie looked up at me that day, and blinked. Her eyes moved like something from a Disney animated feature, and I don’t know why but I started bawling. Big fat hot tears of happiness down my face, even though a voice inside was saying stop it you big sap, they’ll be back in a minute. That was twenty-two years ago, and I’d never once cried since that day. Now I couldn’t get the memory of it out of my mind, and as I lay there in bed at four o’clock in the afternoon, I started bawling all over again. I saw Charlie’s life, with the messy salt pillar of tears I’d erected at either end of it. I just wanted to hold her in my arms again, and for her to be my little girl.
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Thursday night was snooker night, with Mick Williams, old pimento-face. Snooker is another of those games like darts or poker, designed by men to permit just enough chat to give the impression of sociability without anyone having to say anything. In fact if anyone starts talking with any degree of engagement or gravity, even if it’s just about football, then the game has to stop. And well, what’s the point in stopping the game to do something you could easily do if you hadn’t hired a table for a few hours? You don’t play snooker to talk.


So the only discourse in the melancholy cavern of Osborne’s snooker house, with its lozenges of lime baize receding in tight formation into the gloom, was the convivial crack and chatter of crystallite balls. Until, that is, deep into the third frame and typically with myself in boss position, Mick Williams, with extraordinary delicacy, laid his cue on the immaculate green baize. ‘A moment, Danny.’


‘Go on then.’ I motioned affably, cue butt resting by my feet, blue chalky tip held out at a soldierly angle.


‘It’s been eating away at me, like.’


‘Oh yes?’


‘Can’t sit on it any longer.’


Mick Williams is always at his most infuriating in a snooker hall. In fact I don’t know why I play with the bloke, because sometimes I hate him. Passionately hate him. Something riles about the way he has to hoist his lardy gut on to the baulk when stretching for a shot; or about the way when, presented with an easy pot, he’ll rocket the pot-ball into the pocket with a totally unnecessary clatter and violence. Totally unnecessary that. And, after having done that very thing he’ll turn with a wry smile as if to say: there you are, that’s punished you.


But to lay down your cue on the illuminated green while your opponent is twenty-three points ahead with only five colours left on the table, that is unforgivable. It’s cheating, no question.


‘Spit it out then.’


He pirouetted round the baulk and dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘In the Black Dog Saturday night. Me and a few of the lads. Having a few jars, like. Few pints. Not bad in there; not bad at all. Black Dog. It’s all right.’


‘Go on.’ I knew exactly what was coming.


‘Saturday night, type of thing. Beers going down well. Lot of laughs. Look Dan, I don’t know how to put this.’ He plucked a tiny piece of lint off the baize, regarding it between his thumb and forefinger with an expression of horror. ‘No,’ he said suddenly. ‘Forget it.’


And then he picked up his cue, took a reckless shot, and unaccountably potted the yellow. Then he sank the brown. The blue was sitting over the pocket, but he seemed to miss that one deliberately. Turning from the table, he wagged a finger, almost as if it was me he was angry with. ‘I shouldn’t have opened my mouth. Forget it.’


‘I would. If I knew what I had to forget.’


He danced round the baulk again, wiping a fat finger under his nose like it was an expensive cigar before positioning himself sideways-on to me. Squeezing his cue by the neck in his big pink fist, he hissed, ‘Look. Don’t kill the messenger, like. I saw Sheila in the Black Dog. And she …’ Here he lowered his voice. ‘Well, she were with another bloke.’


I picked up my cue and calmly turned to deal with the blue ball. If I could sink it, that would put the game beyond Mick’s reach.


‘You’d want a mate to tell you, Danny, wouldn’t you?’ he said. ‘Wouldn’t you want him to?’


I rolled an agonisingly slow shot the length of the table and the blue dropped into the corner pocket with a cosy cluck. I like to stay down for a second or two after the ball goes in. It’s a style thing. ‘I know all that,’ I said. Even though he was positioned behind me I felt his jaw drop. Lining up for the pink I added, ‘Sheila and I have been separated for some time.’


‘For some …’ A volley of spittle shot from between his teeth. His face, normally flame, turned a shade of puce in the low lighting. Activity stopped at the other tables. Other players were looking at us now. ‘How long?’


‘About twelve weeks.’


‘And you didn’t tell me?’


‘Well no,’ I said, lining up again for the easy pink. But I didn’t get a chance to sink it because Mick was buttoning on his coat. ‘Where are you going? We always play the five frames.’


He’d holstered his cue and clattered it into the members’ rack before I could stop him. Breaching club etiquette and leaving the balls on the table, I followed him outside. He was so angry he hadn’t even stopped to pay for the frame. ‘Mick!’ I tried, striding out behind him. ‘Mick!’


Mick wasn’t having any of it. He stormed into the Lamplighter, some vinegary, sticky-floored boozer I’d never been in before, and shouted himself a pint of Jubilee Ale, pointedly failing to order one for me. His face was on fire. ‘What’s going on?’ I asked.


‘Made a donkey out of me.’ He picked up his foaming beer and took it to a table, where he sat, arms folded in a rib-cracking self-hug, his angry face averted. I shouted myself a beer and joined him at the table.


‘I was about to win that frame,’ I said.


‘You’ve been split up from Sheila for three months and I didn’t know anything about it. And I’m your pal. I’m supposed to be your best mate.’


His best mate? This was complicated. I didn’t realise I was his best mate, nor he mine. We’d known each other for some years, true, but then only as snooker partners and quiz makeweights. I didn’t much go in for this ‘best mates’ thing; I didn’t see the point. Your best mate as far as I’m concerned is your wife, and your children, and the family you build your life around. You stop having best mates when you’re fourteen. But I had to tread carefully, because he was seriously offended.


‘Well, sorry.’


‘Sorry bollocks.’


We sat in unresolved conflict, punctuating the silence with occasional sipping, swallowing and Adam’s-apple noises. Finally I threw up my hands and decided to tell him what I knew – which at that stage was next to nothing.


I told him about my position with Sheila and how she was still putting up my curtains; I underscored my difficulties with flatpack assembly furniture; and finally I spilled the beans about Charlie rotting in a Chiang Mai prison.


His face became steadily pinker. He looked as though he wished he hadn’t started it. ‘You’re making it up,’ he said at one point.


I assured him I wasn’t inventing any of it, and that I wished I was.


‘Where the fuck is Chiang Mai?’


‘Northern Thailand.’


‘So why aren’t you already there?’


I shrugged. We discussed what we knew about Thailand, which was very little. I was able to point out that it had once been called Siam, something that had come up in a quiz. He alluded to the sex-tourism industry of Bangkok, and then immediately regretted saying it. I’d heard that students went there to send e-mails home. We also pooled our knowledge of drugs. It was a bit limited: he’d once swallowed something called a Purple Heart when he was a teenager and I knew another sparks whose lad had witnessed things in Holland on a school trip. Finally, when we’d talked ourselves into silence, he mustered another two pints of Jubilee Ale.


‘So you’ll be going out there?’


‘Well, I—’


‘When did you last hear from Charlie?’


‘Two years ago.’


That wasn’t strictly true. Yes, it had been two years since I’d seen her face to face. But there had been a telephone call, about which I hadn’t even told Sheila; and that for very good reasons. The call had come out of the blue, about six months earlier, when things were getting particularly bad between Sheila and I.


‘Charlie? Are you all right? Why haven’t you been in touch?’


‘Is Mum there?’


‘No.’


‘Right. Dad, I’ll come straight out with it. I’m in a difficult situation and I need five hundred quid.’


‘What kind of difficult situation?’


‘Don’t ask. Please just say yes or no.’


‘Are you pregnant?’


‘Don’t be ridiculous. Is it yes or no? I really need this favour, Dad.’


‘Charlie, where the hell have you been all this time? Do you know what it’s like for us?’


‘Yes or no. Dad. Yes or no.’


Daughter or not, nobody has the right to behave like that. Not a word, just give me the money. ‘Yes, you can have it.’


There was a sigh at the other end. ‘Thanks. I’m in London. I’ll give you an address. You can post me a cheque.’


I wasn’t having that. ‘Don’t bother. The money is here for you. To collect.’


‘I don’t have time to do that, Dad.’


‘What do you need it for?’


‘Are you going to send it or what?’


‘No; you’re coming here to collect it. You could be here to pick it up faster than I could post it to you.’


Then she got angry. ‘Always strings with you, Dad. Always strings.’


‘Being a father is one long string, Charlotte.’


The line went dead. End of conversation.


Like I say, I never told Sheila about this, and I never told Mick either. I had this slimy feeling that maybe Charlie wouldn’t be in a Chiang Mai prison if I’d just scribbled a cheque and posted it off. But I couldn’t do that. Fact is I was burning up with anxiety and hurt and sorrow, and I’d wanted to use her need for that money as a lever to get her back into our lives.


Mick, meanwhile, in the amber light of the sticky boozer, motioned a fat hand in front of my face, bringing me out of my wistful stupor. He leaned forward another fraction and fixed on me one of those irritating gazes clearly intended to see right to the bottom of your soul. ‘You’ll need a bit of help,’ he said. ‘And I’m the man who is going to help you.’


‘Eh?’


‘That’s right. Me.’


And at this point my heart, which I thought couldn’t possibly sink any lower, went down like the Titanic.
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‘You came then,’ said Phil.


‘Yes, I came.’


Phil, my son, had this habit of stating the obvious whenever he felt uncomfortable. He often seemed uncomfortable in my presence. I’d decided that I ought to pay him a visit before flying off to Chiang Mai, to put him in the picture. We were not close, Phil and I. Not like Charlie and I were close, at least before the bust-up. I always sensed that Phil disapproved of me in matters never expressed; and he knew what I thought of his lifestyle.


He lived in a post-war semi-detached house on the outskirts of Nottingham, about an hour’s drive away. Sheila and I usually saw him once or twice a year, most commonly at Christmas, when he fulfilled the religious duty of honouring one’s parents by visiting us. He would always bring with him Christmas gifts of extraordinary parsimony: a packet of dates for Sheila, a plastic letter knife with fish handle for me. Last year he brought a toothbrush for Charlie and when I told him she wouldn’t be around for Christmas he made a point of extracting the toothbrush from under the tree where he’d left it, so as to take it home with him.


‘Shall I take your coat?’


‘I’ll keep it on,’ I said. His house was always freezing.


We went through to the cheerless lounge where two winged armchairs were drawn up near the fireplace. Why, I don’t know, because there was no fire burning in the grate. Over a dozen plastic chairs were lined up with their backs touching the walls. A pair of bilious green curtains draped the windows. Over the mantelpiece hung the room’s only extravagance, a large wooden cross of polished oak. We sat. The stiff old leather of my chair creaked noisily.


‘Well,’ Phil said. ‘Here we are.’


You couldn’t fault his logic. There we were. In his freezing house, with me already wondering why I’d bothered. ‘Aren’t you going to offer me a drink of something?’ I said rather sharply. ‘It’s basic hospitality you know. Basic good manners. To offer a cup of tea or something. Surely you haven’t forgotten that, have you?’


‘Sorry, Father,’ Phil said, jumping up. Why couldn’t he call me ‘Dad’? ‘There is tea, but no milk. Shall I go out and get some?’


‘I’ll take it without milk,’ I said. I didn’t want the damned tea, I just wanted him to behave like a decent human being. He went out to the kitchen to put the kettle on, and I followed him.


Phil was a laboratory technician. He’d had the same job since leaving university, and was currently supervising some research into samples of skin taken from people’s bottoms, or so he told me. Three years older than Charlie, Phil had studied biology at Durham University, and it was while he was working with biotoxins that he’d contracted Christian Fundamentalism. I don’t know how a scientist can claim to believe that every word of the Bible is true, but we had exhausted that argument years back. Phil, in his uniform of white shirt, black trousers shiny at the knee, and black patent-leather shoes, had his back to me as the kettle boiled. As I looked at him I thought of the two, Charlie on opium and Phil on fundamentalism, and God help me I wasn’t certain which was the worst.


He made the tea in two mugs, and from a single teabag, squeezing the teabag against the side of my mug with a spoon. I snatched up another teabag and dropped it into the cup. ‘I want to be able to taste it,’ I said. He wrung his hands at this extravagance and looked away.


Back in the lounge under the louring cross I told him what had happened to his sister. He sat with his hands folded in his lap, hunched over, his ear slightly inclined: look how I listen. When I’d told him the details, he steepled his fingers under his nose and nodded sagaciously. I waited some moments before he said, very slowly, ‘She’s in an exceedingly dark place.’


‘You can say that again.’


He leaned back in his chair and began to sum up what I’d just said, like a judge at the end of a case in the Crown Court. ‘There’s Charlie, she’s tempted into drugs by some person, she thinks it’s an easy pleasure; she gets deeper and deeper into this evil scene; she travels to a distant place, and probably needing money to support her insatiable habit, she allows herself to be talked into trafficking drugs; she is caught and spends her days languishing in prison.’


‘That’s what I’ve just told you.’


He gazed at me soulfully. ‘Yes.’


I looked at the oak cross over the mantelpiece and I thought about lifting it down and tapping him on the head with it. So what did I want from him? I suddenly realised why I was there. It was a desperate and futile effort to try to begin to regroup my fractured family.


‘And you’re going over to Thailand to see her?’


Then I heard him apologising. About how much his time was taken up with the church (of which he was an ‘Elder’ at age twenty-five). About how many people depended on him being there for them. About how his house was a central venue for what he called ‘praising the Lord’. About how even if he could get the time off work—


‘Stop,’ I said. ‘Stop. Of all the people on this earth who I’d find it useful to have with me on a trip through steamy Asia, you’re last on the list, Sunny Jim.’


He managed to look relieved and insulted at the same time. Then he floated a finger towards the ceiling. ‘Let’s at least do something practical,’ he said. ‘Let’s pray for Charlotte.’


He put his hands together, closed his eyes, lowered his head and said, ‘O Lord—’


He didn’t get any further because I said, ‘Fuck off, Phil. This is your father you’re talking to. Your father. Not one of those emotional cripples down the evangelist’s revival. All right?’


His face flushed red. ‘Look,’ I said, more softly this time. ‘Look, I came here to put you in the picture. I don’t want anything from you. I don’t want you to fly out to Asia with me. I don’t want you to leave your church and come searching for your sister. I don’t even want your prayers. I just thought you might want to know what’s happening in your family right now.’ The admonishment was creeping back into what I was saying. ‘I thought you might want to know.’


‘Of course I want to know,’ he said. ‘I do care for you all.’


‘That’s a relief, Phil.’ But irony had a habit of bouncing off his valiant armour.


I felt tired and I felt small and I was ready to go. Phil was too far away from me to be of any help. He was camped out in the sight of the Lord, and his family, calling from the material plane, were a messy, earth-bound embarrassment. I stood up and announced that I was leaving. I offered him a handshake, this boy who used to hug me up until he was aged twelve.


‘But you haven’t even touched your tea!’ he protested.


‘No.’


‘What a waste,’ he opined sadly. ‘What a waste.’
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On the following Tuesday Mick Williams insisted on dropping by my apartment before the quiz. The underside of the door scraped on some unopened envelopes as he squeezed his burly frame into my tiny apartment. He carried two plastic bags stuffed with over-ripe bananas, splitting melons, pulpy avocados and misshapen kiwi fruit. He looked around, sniffing. ‘Christ.’


Perhaps Mick, a chronically ingrained bachelor, had got his own life a little better organised than mine currently appeared to be. Bruiser though he was, he did enjoy the niceties; a fusspot trying to pass himself off as a slob, he made no disguise of his assessment of my living conditions. I suppose it didn’t look too good. I’d laid down a carpet, and Sheila had put up those pesky curtains with a pelmet. Beyond that I hadn’t got very far. In fact I hadn’t even got a chair: if ever I felt the need to take the weight off my feet I lay on the bed.


Scattered around the floor were dozens and dozens of paperbacks (I’m a voracious reader of science fiction, fantasy, horror, crime or anything with a decent story: if it hasn’t got a good story I can’t be bothered). Those and a stack of silver foil takeaway cartons. And a fair few beer cans. And a couple of whisky bottles. And the odd empty bottle of Courvoisier. Sure, the place was a tip, but despite the fact that I hadn’t got a chair to sit on, Mick seemed more concerned that I hadn’t got a TV set. He was appalled.


‘No TV?’


‘No.’


‘Get out!’


‘Don’t want a telly, thanks.’


‘Ridiculous. I’ve a spare you can have. Twenty-two incher. Text. Remote. I’ll bring it round. Spare video, too. Have it.’


I told him not to bother, but he persisted. I don’t know what happened but my head filled up with blood. My ears reddened and my face became hot. I’m not a shouter, but I heard myself bellowing, in a voice not my own. Screaming even. ‘I don’t want a television! Don’t want! No fucking vision! Tele-fucking-vision! Fuckee-telly!’ It sounded odd even to my own ears, but I continued in this fashion until I noticed that Mick, rather than being alarmed or surprised by this outburst, was actually suppressing a smile. I felt completely ridiculous. ‘Sorry.’


‘You don’t have to have one,’ he said jauntily.


Then we had a long feather-smoothing conversation about what crap there was on the TV; or rather Mick detailed a comprehensive list of crap programmes. He named all the crap actors, the crap presenters and the crap game shows. After a while he made an observation about the extraordinary number of books in the room. ‘Are they any good?’ he asked.


There was a kind of rhythm to the conversation tempting me to say they were all crap, which I think was what he wanted. ‘Some of them.’


‘I can see why you’re so good at general knowledge.’


That was the sort of remark that infuriated me about Mick Williams. He had a mind that needed to shoe-horn every available bit of information into this or that space. I mean how would reading science fiction in general help my general knowledge in particular? He was referring to my strength on the quiz team. I was general knowledge; he was sport, TV and pop music; and Izzy Ballentine was literature, mythology and history. That’s how we got by.


Mick dumped his gift bags of unsold fruit and shuffled into the bedroom, where the flatpack chest of drawers lay in disassembly on the floor. Hunkering down, he picked up a drawer handle and began to poke about in a plastic bag full of tiny screws. Then he discarded those things and began sorting the variously sized rectangular blocks of Formica on chipboard.


Clearly he’d begun his programme of ‘helping’ me. I stood in the doorway watching sort of sourly, and after a couple of minutes he put everything back where he’d found it, suggesting we should get a move on if we wanted to be in good time for the quiz.


Izzy was there before us, well into her third large gin and tonic. She had a peculiar way, did Izzy, of holding her cigarettes exactly perpendicular between first and second finger, so that she would have to tilt her head to get her lips under the cigarette, sucking the smoke down before blowing it straight back up again, quite vertically like a locomotive from the steam age. This technique, presumably invented to spare her the ravages of nicotine staining, had failed. Her fingertips were a rather putrid oak colour, and the weft of her shabby garments was slightly shiny with the tiny increments of tar that only forty ciggies a day can deliver. I often speculated what her students made of her, and I wondered if Charlie had been taught by people like Izzy, but at the unsavoury Oxford University.


All brains and no sense type of people, I mean. Much as I liked Izzy, somewhere along the high road of life she’d stumbled not just off the map but also off the table on which the map lay spread.


‘So I’ll be bereft,’ she said, funnelling smoke directly at the ceiling as I tabled the drinks. I’d been at the bar while she and Mick filled in our quiz sheet. Our team was called the Punk Rockers; I forget why. ‘Abandoned, without a team while my boys go giddy in Chiang Mai.’


I shot Mick a poisonous look.


‘She’s got to know,’ he said aggressively. A moustache of creamy beer froth rested on his upper lip. ‘I haven’t said anything else.’


‘Anything else indeed,’ said Izzy. That was how she talked. ‘Anything else indeed.’


‘In fact,’ Mick volunteered, ‘you might as well tell her the rest. Izzy here is an educated woman. She might know one or two things about it.’


‘Indeed about what?’ She could make that what sound like an arrow whizzing past your ear and splitting the plaster of the wall behind you.


‘About why Dan and I are going to Thighland.’


‘Thailand,’ I corrected, ‘and who said anything about us going? Who said anything about me going, never mind you coming with me?’


‘I thought it was settled!’


‘Settled?’ I protested. ‘When did this get settled?’


We stared at each other across the table. Mick’s cheeks were flushed and his eyes were slightly moist, as they always were in an argument. Izzy meanwhile peered hard at me through her spectacles, making it plain that, whatever this might be about, she was on Mick’s side. If only to break the silence I told her, ‘My daughter Charlotte has been arrested for drug smuggling in Thailand. I’ve got to go out there.’


‘Good lord! Is she some kind of dope fiend?’ All tact, Izzy.


‘I’ve no idea. It’s all new to me.’


‘She’s innocent,’ Mick said. ‘We’re going to prove it.’


I put my glass down in amazement. ‘You don’t know she’s innocent!’


‘That’s the position we’re starting from. We’re going out there to prove her innocence.’


Everything with Mick was we this and we will do that. I wanted to ask him who the hell he meant by we. I felt like asking if he had a pet rat in his pocket.


‘All the best minds were dope fiends,’ Izzy said, ignoring the dispute. ‘Keats, palely loitering. Coleridge in caverns measureless to man. De Quincey. Baudelaire and the Club des Haschischins. Wilkie Collins—’


‘I’ll get some in before we start,’ Mick said jovially.


‘Dickens towards the end. Rimbaud. Mrs Browning. And you may depend if Keats was soaked in the stuff that both the Shelleys had a snifter or two. Poe, Crabbe—’


I stopped listening. Izzy’s list meant nothing to me. It became a drone in the background while I thought about Charlie lying on a feverish pallet in a stinking cell in Chiang Mai.


‘Look lively,’ Izzy said. ‘We’re about to be tossed one.’


Since quiz teams at the Clipper were technically supposed to comprise four players, we were occasionally assigned a waif or stray who wanted to take part. Amos Magnamara, landlord and quizmaster, was at that moment pointing one such in our direction. Personally I wasn’t bothered, and Mick Williams reckoned we actually performed better without the support of these loose players. This one was some kind of grey-haired hippy. He wore one of those humorous goatee beards and a single, glittering earring; plus he had what looked like the leaf of a tomato plant tattooed on the back of his hand. He nodded to us and as he squatted on Mick’s stool I noticed he was drenched in a sweet, exotic perfume.


Mick returned to the table, his hands easily spanning the three drinks. ‘Look,’ he warned the newcomer in his friendly way, ‘if you’ve come to grant us three wishes, you can start by climbing off my fucking stool.’


Sheila answered the door wearing a cotton nightdress. I’d got her out of bed. I tried to look over her shoulder and down the hall.


‘I told you,’ she said, reading my mind, ‘he’s never been here. Are you going to stand there all night?’
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