

[image: cover]




Also available from Conrad Williams and Titan Books


DUST AND DESIRE
SONATA OF THE DEAD


DEAD LETTERS: AN ANTHOLOGY




[image: image]




Hell is Empty
Print edition ISBN: 9781783295678
E-book edition ISBN: 9781783295685


Published by Titan Books
A division of Titan Publishing Group Ltd
144 Southwark Street, London SE1 0UP


First edition: November 2016


1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.


Copyright © November 2016 by Conrad Williams. All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.




For Nicholas Royle




[image: image]




1


I used to own a book of Irish jokes when I was a kid. You know, the kind of casually racist collection you’d be hard pressed to find on the shelves these days. And a good thing too. This one joke, though, has been preying on my mind.


Have you heard the one about (Paddy/Mick/Seamus) who fell down a flight of stairs while carrying a crate of Guinness but didn’t spill a drop? He kept his mouth shut.


I thought of that joke while I lay there, drifting in and out of consciousness for six months, tubes in, tubes out, stapled, stitched and – in all probability – superglued. I thought how much like Declan/Ardal/Liam I was, only I had spilled plenty, and it wasn’t Guinness but ‘claret’. And it wasn’t a crate but a body full. Two bodies full if you count the transfusions.


How did I survive?


I almost died, and I would not have been conscious to appreciate it. I was put into a medical coma. I suffered kidney failure and underwent dialysis. I lost weight. When I revived I was scared to check my body in case there were any limbs missing. All I could think about was the way Ronnie Lake’s blade slid into my thigh like a rat through a shitter. Eventually, one night, when all the lights were out and my sheets were on for a change, and not soaked through with fear sweat, I took my fingers exploring. Everything present and incorrect, as usual. Plus added bandages and splints and scar tissue. I was building up quite a collection of scar tissue. It twisted and turned under my fingers like cooled molten plastic. It was me but it was not me.


Doctor, please, tell me how I made it.


I was visited often while I was in hospital. Romy, mainly, but Lorraine Tokuzo came to say hi too, as did Henry Herschell, sort-of friend, martial arts expert, flashy dresser, doorman (which was a bit of a surprise), and even Mawker popped his head around the door on occasion, to ask me how I was doing, and to tell me how easy policing was these days with me out of action. He ducked out before I could pin him down with questions. Everyone was doing that lately. Avoiding, evading, ignoring. Why was that? Did someone else die that night? Someone that I cared about?


Nurse, I was bleeding to death… did she save me? Did my daughter—


Strength returned, incrementally. I gritted my teeth through months of physio. Apparently Lake’s knife had sliced through any amount of nerves and ligaments as well as my femoral artery. Walking, I looked like newborn Bambi hobbling across hot coals while pissed. But things kind of improved. Physically, that is. I was taken off dialysis. I gained a little weight back. I found the strength in me to smile when someone displayed a kindness.


I was allowed home in December. The first thing I did was register with the supermarket and do some online grocery shopping. Here’s the list I compiled:


Vodka


It turned up within a couple of hours. I signed for it and the delivery guy went off with a distasteful look on his face. It’s not as if I ordered a packet of butt plugs, I thought, and then realised I’d answered the door wearing only a T-shirt and my woolly bobble hat.


That first drink stole away any embarrassment, and scoured my innards clean of all the overcooked vegetables and claggy desserts that I’d forced down over half a year of horizontal life. I was home. I had another drink to celebrate.


Later, half cut, I phoned up the Indian restaurant in Lisson Grove and ordered a chicken jalfrezi to be delivered. When the bell went I buzzed them in without asking and fished some notes from my wallet. But there wasn’t a bag of curry and naan on the other side of the door. It was Romy. She held Mengele in her arms. He was folded over them like some big cat scarf, gazing up at me with a sanctimonious look on his face, as if to say: This is all mine. I made a mental note to ensure I left out a bunch of leaflets from the vets about neutering, and stalked to the kitchen.


‘Do you want a drink?’ I asked. ‘I’ve only got vodka. Or water. So, you know, at least there’s a choice.’ I didn’t want her here. I wanted her to dump Mengele and leave. I didn’t like her open scrutiny of me and the way I had changed in her eyes. I felt like a new addition to the zoo. She followed me into the kitchen.


‘You shouldn’t be drinking,’ she said.


‘I shouldn’t stop drinking,’ I said.


‘You’ve only just come off the dialysis machine. Your kidneys are weak.’


‘And this vodka is strong,’ I said. I chugged a couple of mouthfuls straight from the bottle and sucked in some air between my teeth to show her just how strong it was.


The look of shock on her face pierced me, but only for a second. She moved past without touching me (and that’s some feat, in a kitchen where every turn is greeted by the threat of a braining from some unit or other).


‘What are you—’ I began, but then she started opening and slamming cupboard doors, cutting me off. I took the bottle and a glass – I’m not a total heathen – on to the balcony. Pigeon shit everywhere. A trio of the feathered dorks queued up on the roof to give me the blinking eye. I flapped at them and they flapped back. The rain would wash away the guano eventually, and Mengele’s returning face at the window would keep those flying rats at a distance.


Romy came out to join me. ‘I’ve put a tin of food in a bowl for your cat,’ she said. She refused to call him by his name. ‘And some water.’


‘Thank you,’ I said. My voice was flatter than an ironed pancake. ‘Thank you for looking after him. While I was. You know. Dead to the world. Pissing through a straw.’


‘What else would I do?’


I was staring at the back window of the pub opposite. A man vacuuming a bedroom. A woman on the phone flipping the pages of a newspaper. Chef in the kitchen, funnelling strained cooking oil – the colour of tea – back into the bottle. He paused for a moment and cocked his leg up, pulled his left buttock away from his right. Then he went back to his task.


I could feel the heat of her gaze. She was waiting for something I couldn’t give to her. I suddenly realised where I was, and balked at the acres of nothing vaulting away from the rooftops. It was as if I could feel the weight of all those miles of nothing that reached into deep space pressing down on me like a thumb at a ball of plasticine. I moved back against the floor, flinching at the light. My eyes had been closed for too long.


‘Joel?’


‘You’re still here?’


‘Where else would I be? I’m here because I want to be here. With you. I want to help you. I thought we had something.’


‘Emphasis on “had”.’


‘What?’


‘I can’t see you any more, Romy.’ I moved inside. The rising panic was checked. Here was the ceiling. I was enclosed. Limited. I could no longer look at her standing outside, her eyes raptor-round. She looked too much like the shape of my dreams. Haunted and windswept. Denuded. Defeated. And it was my doing. And it had to stop. I tended to transfer any of my damage to those in my sphere of influence. If I stayed away from people no harm could be visited upon anybody. Furthermore, I wouldn’t have to deal with my own wounds reflected back to me in any number of sad, sorrowful eyes.


I think she left then, but I didn’t move to the living room until I’d shifted a quarter of the bottle. Christ. Half a year without booze had seriously lowered my tolerance threshold, unless they’d fortified the stuff while I was getting my cods flannelled and my kidneys jacuzzied. I sat on the sofa and Mengele yelled at me. He’d never done that before, preferring instead silent disdain, but this was a full-throated yowl, the kind of noise a witch might make as the flames lapped at her petticoat. He kept on at me. I couldn’t tell if it was because he was happy to see me or disgusted by my behaviour or if there was something wrong with him.


My curry arrived. I paid for it and ate half of it without tasting a thing. Mengele pressed and repressed a spider into the nap of the rug, then went to the bedroom to do whatever it is cats need privacy for. To lick his nuts, or cough up something unspeakable. Not that he’d ever been shy before. Maybe he wanted to invoke Satan and give him some tips.


The curry was just getting in the way of the bottle. I put the leftovers to one side for the fridge with the fanciful notion I might reheat them for lunch in the next day or two. Then I sat in the dark by the window playing James Stewart staring out at back-yard Marylebone until I’d finished a bottle and the sense of feeling was utterly numbed.


When I went to bed, Mengele remained where he was sitting, sending me off with a baleful glare.


Sleep flashed its tits at me, that’s all. I surfaced with a dream revolving around and around my head like a tornado failing to touch down. The streets were damp and my stitches and scars snarled at me when I hauled myself upright. A dull ache pulsed under the oysters of flesh at the base of my back. My kidneys complaining at the bully-boy antics of the vodka? Or humming with pleasure at being called up for duty once more? I decided to press the issue and poured another glass. Instantly it misted with cold. Vodka is lighter than water. Only marginally but there you have it. I like that, for some reason. I kid myself that I can tell, when I roll a slug of it over my tongue. I touched the glass and the chill transmitted itself to my fingers.


A spit of red light above St James’s. A helicopter or a Cessna, some small aircraft flown by a sober pilot. More fool them. I tossed the vodka back and held it at the base of my throat for a moment, relishing the cold and the heat, the smooth sting of it. I watched the oily dregs settle in the drained glass.


Alcohol is a seduction. It is its own fetish. The virgin clarity. The come-hither tinkle of ice cubes. The dryness. You go through childhood sucking down sweet soft drinks, unaware of this incredible dryness that awaits you, and when you finally sample it, nothing else will do.


Most nights, if I can’t sleep, I’ll head out. I might drive over to Shepherd’s Bush or take a walk if I’ve had a skinful. Now, the thought of going outside made my guts cinch tight and my forehead break out in sweat zits. I drank another shot to distract me. For some reason I was thinking of a cucumber martini I’d once enjoyed at a bar in Islington, and now I wanted one. The only green in my fridge was the kind you scrape off the Mesozoic-era cheese sitting at the back. Why was I thinking of cuketinis? And then I realised.


Romy’s eyes were that shade of green. Such a paleness to them you could barely call it colour. She had a dark brown mole, just one on her body, near the nipple on her left breast. Her body was like the map of a country I’d never visited.


I had to get out of the flat. I knew that. I didn’t want to become that sad, forgotten recluse who nobody sees for years and then is discovered dissolved into the sofa with the TV on and a foot of mould on every surface. But I knew I wasn’t getting outside under all those billions of cubic feet of fuck all without some kind of anaesthetic. I went at the vodka like a newborn at the breast. I emptied shot after shot into my belly until the angles of the room lurched like Cubism on crack, and my brain felt as if it was surrounded by buffers of soft bubbles. I opened the door, checked I had my keys and that I was wearing something vaguely socially acceptable, and weaved downstairs. I heard Mengele miaowing and it was the ribald cackle of a Bond villain. If I went back up there he’d have a little Donald Pleasence in his claws, and he’d be stroking it with malicious glee. I didn’t need to worry about him while I was out. If his Fishbitz bowl was bare, he’d eat whatever was sitting on the balcony – insect, rodent or bird – and there was always water available in the blocked guttering.


I opened the communal front door and waited for something to happen. My nerves felt knotted and tangled, like something you’d find in the fuck-ups drawer at a marionette factory. It was quiet here now, if I ignored my own little cardiac timpani orchestra. I didn’t know what time it was and I couldn’t sufficiently focus on my watch face to find out. I heard the soft, comforting sounds of domesticity. The murmur of a TV. The churn of a washing machine. The rhythmic clack of plates being rinsed in a sink.


I heard a door close down the street and a woman jangling her keys before slipping them in her purse. I kept my eyes on the wet, orange-blue footpaths and told myself to just make it to the corner, where Luigi’s sandwich shop stood. One foot after the other. Christ. What I’d thought were a pair of trousers were actually my pyjama bottoms. Never mind. This was London. I could have worn cardboard loons and neon pasties and barely garnered a double take. At least my bollocks were covered for a change. My awkward baby steps were not solely down to the gallons of voddie I’d ingested; the countless miles of nothing on top of my head were checking my progress too. It was difficult to describe. It was like an inverted kind of vertigo, a feeling that I was untethered and that nothing so grand as gravity was going to keep me pinned to this stretch of gum-studded concrete.


I thought of Luigi while I walked (inched, actually) along Homer Street, my hand holding on to the guardrail that shielded the drop down to the basement. Luigi, who made a mean ham and cheese sandwich. He was in his late fifties and sang Frank Sinatra songs while he sliced and buttered and layered. On the walls were dozens of pictures of him crossing various half-marathon finishing lines around the world. I’d asked him once if he’d ever attempted a full marathon and he shook his head. It wasn’t for lack of trying, but that he suffered from jogger’s nipple if he ran too far. ‘I have the man breast, no?’ he said, before segueing into ‘Mack the Knife’.


I was on Crawford Street without knowing it. I risked a look left, in the direction of Baker Street, and the long straight avenue of bright lights turned to fire in my mind. The sky, a deep black-blue, leapt away from me like a startled cat (I thought I saw… no, I’m sure I saw… the sky where that leap had originated stretch and begin to separate, like damp toilet tissue). I collapsed, sobbing, to the hard, gorgeous ground, close to shitting myself with fear at what such a tear might reveal.


I heard the squawk of a police siren and saw a carnival of blue and red lights chase each other across the brickwork of adjacent buildings. I struggled upright and staggered back to the flat, eager not to have to tolerate an interrogation. I shut away the screaming black acres and climbed the stairs. I felt calmer and more justified with each riser. When I got back to my rooms, I felt somewhere near normal again, although I screamed when Mengele leapt at me from the darkness of the bedroom, his claws flashing out at the belt hanging loose from my bathrobe.
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Insistent knocking. I thought it was my booze-scarred heart for a moment, going berserk before seizing up for good. But no, it was the door. I yelled ‘fuck off’ until my throat was hoarse but whoever it was didn’t take the subtle hint. I answered it wondering which of my cack-brained neighbours had given this knock fiend access to the building. Their lives wouldn’t be worth a comma of worm shit once I was through with them.


‘This had better be worth me getting vertical!’ I shouted. ‘If you aren’t Eva Green then prepare to return to street level at a velocity much higher than the one at which you ascend— Oh, fucking Nora. Mawker. Fuck off back to your throne, King of Bellends.’


‘I hardly hear this shit of yours these days, Sorrell, you do know that, right? I’ve assimilated it. You’re like white noise. I can tune you out. You’re there, but you’re not there.’


‘Well “hardly” works for me,’ I said. ‘I’ll keep it up for “hardly”.’


‘How are you doing?’ Mawker asked. He’d had a haircut. The skin around his hairline was dry and red. What a place to suffer from eczema. Unless it was something else. I wondered if perhaps Mawker was bald and that this thing on his head, this over-greased pudding of a hairstyle was, in fact, a wig. And it was chafing him. Or he was allergic to it. I imagined him at home, gingerly removing it, like Darth Vader’s skull-cap, while whatever passed for his life partner cried in a corner, too horrified to watch.


I reached for my glass but it was empty.


‘I’ll sort us out,’ Mawker said, placing a fat briefcase down by the sofa. ‘I’m spitting feathers myself. I could murder a cup of builder’s.’


‘I don’t drink tea,’ I said. ‘Not the sort you like at least.’


‘Coffee then. Anything soft?’


‘Corporation pop.’


‘Water it is,’ he said, clapping his hands together as if he was actually satisfied with that.


I held mine at arm’s length when he got back. It looked like vodka, but it didn’t have its silky allure. No oily jags on the glass. It was… heavier. I sank it though, and to give him his due, it was good. I held the empty glass out for a refill.


‘Do I look like your H2O bitch?’ he asked, but he was smiling, and he fetched me another.


‘What are you here for?’ I asked. ‘I no longer own the key to your mother’s chastity belt. I raffled it off on some scuzzy MILF website.’


Mawker shrugged, mimed something going in one ear and out the other. ‘When you open your mouth I think only of happy things. Gently blowing the seeds from a dandelion clock. Picking a tune out on my uke. Ethiopian coffee.’


He stood up and riffled through the paperbacks lined up on the bookcase beneath the window. ‘I used to read a lot when I was younger. Before I joined up. Stopped not long after. Fiction didn’t cut it for me any more. It couldn’t… I don’t know… keep up.’


I nodded and waited. A breath of burnt toast flew into the room. Somewhere a baby was crying. An image struck me of Sarah in her high chair, a wedge of peeled pear in one chubby fist.


‘What do you like to read?’ he asked.


‘Obituaries. Specifically, yours. It can’t be long now. Look, it’s great that you’ve come for a visit, but I’d rather have rabies. Haven’t you got a job to be getting on with?’


He looked at me as if a job was some alien thing that he didn’t understand. Then he held up his forefinger. ‘I do. And so do you.’


‘I’ve got nothing on at the moment,’ I said.


‘You have, if you want it.’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


He opened his briefcase and dug out a wad of fat folders. The smell of age came with it. I guessed the last person to have leafed through these was now little more than a jumble of bones in an untended grave.


‘Fuck off with your cold cases,’ I said.


‘Maybe you’ll come up with something,’ he said. We both had a laugh at that one. ‘At the least it’ll get your mind active. A way of keeping your hand in.’


‘Get my mind active. Like I’m losing my marbles.’


‘It’ll keep you distracted.’


‘From the drink?’


‘Mainly, yes.’


‘I’m fine,’ I said.


‘You’re not fine. Have you seen yourself in a mirror lately? You look like hammered shit.’


‘Five’ll give you ten I got my dick sucked more recently than you did,’ I said.


‘When was the last time you ate something?’


‘Ask your mother.’


‘Joel.’


‘Last night,’ I said. ‘I had a curry.’


He strode to the fridge and pulled out the foil cartons. ‘This?’ he said. He showed me the fur on it. ‘This is a week old. At least.’


‘So much can change in just a week,’ I said. But that had rattled me. I was losing time. Great swathes of it.


‘Just pull yourself together,’ he said. ‘There are people out there who care for you. Or they would if you’d give them a chance.’


‘You need some opening-and-closing-door practice,’ I said. ‘Please… feel free to have a go on mine.’


He left, closing the door so ridiculously quietly that I had to get up and open it and slam it hard enough to set off a car alarm in the street. That might have been a coincidence but don’t underestimate my powers as a door slammer. At least it would have given Mawker a start. If I was lucky it might have sent his syrup askew.


I picked up the folder – hating the dry, desiccated feel of it under my fingertips – and tossed it into the paper recycling box under my kitchen sink. I found some olives in the cupboard and made myself a dirty martini and it was the perfect drink, the magical drink, the impossible drink – because IT DID NOT END. And then it was dark and I’d either pissed myself or dropped a drink and I’d rather the former than to have wasted a martini to be honest. And there was a godawful banging at the door or was it in my head? Was it Mawker back already with some more dead files he’d found down the back of his onanist love seat? I got up off the floor and stepped on the martini glass. It crunched and I thought, I’ll clear that up as soon as I’ve hurled Mawker out of the oriel. I didn’t want Mengele hurting himself. And then I skidded on the floorboards, slick with blood, and thought, Christ, he already did, but then I saw I was barefoot and… you get the picture. I didn’t, not immediately, because I was trousered beyond all reason. All I could think was, Nothing good can come of that: a scimitar of glass stuck out of the arch of my left sole.


The banging intensified. Maybe it was Mr Amorous Pants next door, whose idea of lovemaking was trying to pound his conquests through the lath and plaster and into my flat. I yanked open the door and there were Lorraine Tokuzo and Romy Toussaint. I said something but the words just tumbled from my mouth like so many dead fledglings from a frozen nest. The pair of them looked impossibly scrubbed and pink and healthy: they glowed. And they smelled terrific too, or maybe it was just that next to me, a shit-crammed pig shed on fire would have smelled attractive. Credit to them, they came in despite the miasma. As a friendly gambit I meant to say ‘I suppose a threesome is out of the question’, only it came out: ‘Gaaah…’ and there might have been some sick involved. The both of them said ‘Joel’ in the same way. The kind of sad, defeated way you’d say something to someone who has caused you no end of epic disappointment. There are only two syllables in Joel but this pair made my name go on all day.


I heard the bath filling; I hadn’t done that. Tokuzo barged past me carrying a large bag of ice cubes from my freezer from way back when. ‘They’re for my martinis,’ I said, only it came out: ‘Dzuuuh…’


I was on the sofa and Romy had a piece of rare meat in her lap. She was assessing the blade of glass; whether it was safe to remove it. I thought: That should be hurting more than it actually is.


Romy said: ‘Are there any major blood vessels at the bottom of the foot?’


I tried to tell her about the large saphenous veins but it came out: ‘Sbmffff…’


‘That would only matter if the bastard had a heart,’ Tokuzo said. ‘Just whip it out. If he bleeds to death then that’s just lumpy gravy.’


I looked down in time to see Romy pull the glass free. There was a queasy sucking sound and it did bleed more but at least I wasn’t hosing. Romy cleaned the wound and applied butterfly closures (‘you really ought to have this stitched’), a wad of gauze and a sock bandage.


‘It’s ready,’ Tokuzo said. I didn’t like the words or the way she said them. She and Romy hoisted me upright and led me to the bathroom. There was more ice in the bath than had been needed to down the Titanic.


‘Fuck that,’ I said, but it came out: ‘Krnnk…’


They stripped the robe and the pyjama bottoms off me. I heard Romy’s breath hiss when she saw the map of vivid scars my body had been turned into.


Tokuzo said: ‘I had no idea you were so far advanced with your sex-change plans.’


Then they tipped me in.


I thrashed about, convinced I was having a heart attack, making various noises never before heard in the animal kingdom. They pressed me back in when I scrabbled to get out. I heard a lot of ‘It’s for your own good’ and ‘You brought this upon yourself.’


After the initial shock had receded (much like my generative ganglia… probably never to be seen again) I calmed down and just lay there, teeth chattering. My head was pounding. I saw the blood that had rushed to Lorraine’s face (a view that startled me; it was usually what happened to her as she reached climax) drain away. I flinched at Romy’s hand on my shoulder, or rather the sudden realisation that her hand was on my shoulder; she flinched too – perhaps she’d been stroking me since I ‘got into’ the bath.


I was coaxed out and given a fresh towel. Now I felt pain. Romy helped me hobble towards the sofa. The broken glass and the blood and the vomit had been cleared away. The lights had been turned down. A CD was playing, too low for me to identify it, but the soft, insistent beat and shiver of strings was soothing. I sat on the sofa and Romy changed the dressing on my foot.


‘You’ll be lucky if you’ve got away without severing any nerves,’ Lorraine said. ‘You dippy twat.’


Romy passed me some clean clothes: jogging bottoms and a sweatshirt. I got into them in the bedroom and saw that the bed had been made with fresh sheets. What the fuck was going on? I wasn’t an invalid. Not a total one, anyway.


‘It’s called an intervention, Joel,’ Lorraine said, no doubt registering my befuddlement. ‘It’s what happens when idiots like you let themselves go to such staggering extremes. Friends step in and stop you maintaining levels of stupidity that ought to be criminal.’


‘Thank you,’ I said.


‘It speaks,’ Lorraine said. Something was cooking in the kitchen. It smelled great. I felt my taste buds twitch and a huge wash of saliva flooded my mouth. When had I last eaten? I must have been gnawing on something while I was three sheets. Old cheese. Breadcrumbs. Fishbitz. She eventually emerged bearing a bacon sandwich. ‘You didn’t have any ketchup but I’ve put some of chef’s special sauce on there.’


I laughed at that, despite the headache, and moments later I was staring at an empty plate. I felt suddenly something approaching human again. Romy and Tokuzo moved through the flat carrying two loaded bin bags. They chinked and clinked. It sounded like a recycling plant on collection day. Lorraine caught my gaze and raised an eyebrow as if to say, Just try to stop me.


I sat with my empty plate until they returned.


‘That was a last-time rescue,’ Lorraine said. ‘I’m not getting elbow deep in shit to help you out again. It’s becoming a habit and I won’t have that.’


She kissed me harshly on the cheek and walked to the door, giving Romy a loaded look as she did so. ‘Five minutes,’ she said. ‘Then you make your own way home.’


She turned to me. ‘Remember,’ she said. ‘What doesn’t kill us makes us look like cunts.’ And then she was gone.


Romy sat next to me. Mengele jumped up between us and started kneading her thighs, squinting up at her as if he was trying to see through fog. The slut.


‘Romy,’ I said.


‘Leave it,’ she told me. Her eyes were soft and blameless. She looked so sad. She pressed a small paper envelope into my hands. ‘I don’t think you should be taking these. Probably bad for you. But they’ll help you to sleep.’


She gently pushed Mengele to one side and stood up. His ears went back, giving him a sudden wild look. Well, wilder look. It was as if he was saying, Aw, come on, Romy, don’t give me the brush-off in front of this prick.


‘You fancy going for lunch some time?’ I said, going through the motions. I barely had any energy for myself; how could I possibly exhibit any for her? She saw it too.


‘We’ll see,’ she said. ‘We’ll talk.’


‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘Just a bad few days. I’ll be better soon.’


‘I hope so,’ she said. ‘Papa says hi.’


‘Hi, Papa.’


After she’d gone I opened the envelope. Two big white pills. Two small yellow. And a note:


White = painkillers. Take now. Take the others (Valium) before bed. Rx


I got the analgesics down me and stared out at the lowering afternoon. The sky was the colour of wet metal; it would rain soon, like a bastard.


I went to my desk. There’s an old bank of index card containers I bought from a library in Friern Barnet when it closed down some years ago. I meant to use them to store the kind of things you need every day: stamps, coins, keys, travel passes, etc. But of course, I ended up filling them with shit. Receipts so old the ink had faded away. Bottle caps. Paper clips, for fuck’s sake. I haven’t used a paper clip in twenty years. I remembered that I also keep bottles of wine in there too. I’m not much of a wine drinker but people tend to like it with a meal so I make sure I keep some lying about. Lorraine had missed this one. A Malbec from Argentina. I set it on the table and admired its colour. In the drawer next to it was a piece of paper so creased and frayed I’d had to put it in a plastic sleeve before it disintegrated. This had been waiting for me in my PO box when I got out of hospital, along with the usual horrors (two pages from a 1999 diary with the words ‘BUSY FUCKING’ scribbled on each day; a small plastic ziplock bag of what looked like eyelashes; a blank cheque pinned to a note asking me to find ‘my misssing muther plz what died two weks ago plz’).


No return address on this ragged scrap. No contact details of any kind. Written in a very attractive hand. I felt some pride in that, despite the stab of the words. I’d read them so many times I knew them by heart; knew every curlicue, jot and tittle. I’d invested in it the kind of attention a palaeontologist invests in a bone sticking out of a rock in the Jurassic coast. I could have handed it over to Romy to assess, but it didn’t need a genius to read between the lines. Plus, I’d already added a bunch of pathetic footnotes I didn’t particularly want anybody else to see. And the whole sad eyes thing was getting a bit old.


Dear Joel,1


Of course, I’m grateful to you for what you did. I guess you saved my life. I just wanted to say thank you and that I’m glad you’re getting better. Seeing you in hospital like that – unconscious, full of tubes and wires, it was horrible2. But I felt I owed you a visit. I think, maybe, we can be friends3. Someday. But not now. Not yet. I’m sorry. I know Mum4 died a long time ago but it’s still raw5 for me. And I can’t just forget what happened next. So, Joel, I will be in touch. Until then, take good care of yourself.


Regards6,


Sarah7


1 Joel? Joel? What the fuck happened to DAD?


2 It wasn’t exactly a bowl of peaches for me either, poppet.


3 Friends? WTF?


4 Mum is it? Not Rebecca?


5 And my feelings are all so fucking well done, are they?


6 Re-fucking-gards.


7 And no fucking kisses. Fuck’s sake.


But even though I knew it off by heart, I slid it out of the sleeve and held it like a primigravida with a newborn seconds old and I read it again, wanting to somehow feel her through the ink under my fingertips, trigger some unlikely connection. And all I could think about: the bit where there were no footnotes, no sarky comments, no snide asides.


…I will be in touch.
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I slept well that night, for the first night in months, and I did not have anything to drink. My head thumped, with the dregs of a hangover, with the pressure to return to the bottle. But I poured the wine down the toilet. The sound of it glugging and sluicing away was like some invidious brain worm beseeching me to reconsider in a voice rich with soft plums, blackcurrants and a touch of liquorice. I did some stretching to combat the stiffness in my body where the knife wounds had healed. My physiotherapist had urged me to do this every day, and now, sweating with effort and pain, I wished I had. I felt sure that the livid snakes wound around my flesh would peel away from my body and cause me to bleed to death, but somehow I remained whole.


I showered under the hottest spray I could tolerate. I changed the dressing on my foot and was pleased to see that it wasn’t as bad as my pissed brain had initially feared. As well as feeding me the previous night, Romy and Lorraine had magicked other things into my fridge and cupboards: fresh eggs, wholemeal bread, yogurt and bananas. I made breakfast from all of that and sank two very strong cups of coffee. I felt my fingertips tingling. I felt something close to human again.


I switched on the radio and listened to the news. Everything was exactly that: new. I felt like Rip Van Winkle kipping up in the hills, out of it for years. Immigrants swarming into Europe to escape the nightmare of Syria, old-age pensioners going down for planning a diamond heist, a new skyscraper nicknamed the ‘Splinter’ nearing completion in the Square Mile’s den of architectural thuggery.


I opened all the windows; chill, clean air swept through the flat, clearing away the ghosts. I stared out at the BT tower and imagined myself standing on the top. Somehow that didn’t freak me out as much as trundling around the busy, close streets in the immediate vicinity. I realised I’d been spending a lot of time thinking of height, of rare altitudes and of flying. Despite the cold air I felt sweat prickle in the lines on my forehead. I wasn’t ready to go outside. Not yet.


I stalked around the flat, feeling panic thicken inside me. I had to go out. I couldn’t spend the rest of my life cooped up inside. I had to work. I had to find Sarah, no matter that I was now ‘Joel’ to her and on a par with some old acquaintance that she might or might not look up again depending on her mood. It was no solace to me that this was a much better situation than that in which she had left me. Back then it had been for good. A permanent arrangement. The letter, though disappointing in so many ways, showed some measure of progress. I had to cling on to that.


Outside. Come on. Dip your toe. What’s the worst that could happen?


Instead I went to the kitchen and retrieved the bunch of dead folders from the recycling bin. Keep your mind off. Keep your hand in. There were five folders – old manila jobs (none of this modern funky-coloured business) – stuffed to the point where the seams and folds were beginning to fail. The folders were littered with coffee rings and cigarette burns (they retained that 1980s office smell… a compost of Embassy No. 1, Shake ’n’ Vac, Kiwi shoe polish).


There were adhesive labels, the gum fossilised by time, marked ACTIVE affixed to each one, although someone had slashed a black line through the word. Inside each folder was a series of sealed envelopes, only marginally less rancid than their containers. Names had been typed across the centre of these envelopes. Dates in pencil told when the files had been opened and when they had been closed. I slit open the first of the packages (there must have been around sixty or seventy of them in total) and pulled out a neatly organised sheaf of documents. Despite my initial disdain towards Mawker, I now silently thanked him. My curiosity had been piqued. And there was something about the paperwork of thirty years ago that appealed to my Luddite self: typewritten statements, carbon copies, index cards, dot matrix printouts on perforated sheets, handwritten notes (Oi, Jenks, bet you beers that Pascoe is all over this. Pint later?). There were photographs and negatives, long, beautifully penned letters, maps of a partially lost London that lurked just under the skin of this shining, twetny-first-century metropolis. It was like opening a time capsule. I reached out for a glass that wasn’t there.


I went to make some more coffee, though I’d already had my day’s ration. Something to keep me from the thought of booze, the habit of it. If anything, Mawker’s files were giving me a jones for vodka, or more likely a Scotch and water… Wasn’t that what all the sheepskin coat-wearing, Ford Sierra-driving coppers were drinking back in the day when these files were causing coronaries and divorces?


I sipped my coffee while I flicked through the sheets, glimpsing ghosts. Nearly known names and addresses. Tip-of-the-tongue stuff. Slant-rhymes in a dissonant memory. Many of these people dead now. Many of these addresses turned to rubble or morphed into millions of tons of gleaming glass and steel. The misdemeanours on their criminal records, some of them almost laughably old-fashioned; cute, even. Ernest Percival, fifty-two, of 6 Walmer Road, London W11 had apparently, at midnight on the night of 20th December 1961, stolen two frozen turkeys from Pyrkotis Butchers in Camden and then tried to hide them in a tree when approached by police officers.


Jesus. I trawled through three or four envelopes until I realised I was sitting in an uncomfortable position on the kitchen stool and cultivating a cricked neck. I stood up and stretched and took the pile through to the living room and stretched out on the sofa. It was old shit, but it was interesting, in the way any document from the past is interesting. A window on a world you used to know but is now so alien it seems drawn from dreams.


One envelope in particular caught my eye. The word SKYLARK was written upon it. I tore it open and out poured a glut of horror. I saw the photographs first. Large monochrome prints of what at first seemed to be pictures of carelessly spilled black paint. But paint didn’t contain body parts: fingers and faces. These were bodies that had been obliterated. What could do such a thing? But I knew full well it had nothing to do with weaponry. This was catastrophic injury sustained in a fall from a great height. This was what we used to describe in the police as ‘pancaking’. We had to collect what didn’t stay inside the bodies with a scraper. I’d dealt with one, a couple of months before I threw my serge uniform and tit helmet at the Chief Superintendent and walked out. A Russian couple who had thrown themselves off the top of a multi-storey car park in West Kensington. They didn’t look too bad, all things considered. They were lying on their backs in the snow. They were still holding hands. Blood had leaked from their ears, the only hint at fatal injury, until we tried to transfer them to the ambulance. It was like trying to heft an octopus. There was no structure to the corpses, the bones having been pulverised. It helped, in a freaky way. You could believe that what you were wadding into the body bags was anything but human. Lover’s leap. Hellish romantic.


‘Skylark’ was apparently the nickname given to an evil bastard who’d been getting his jollies pushing construction staff from the top of skyscraper building sites in the early 1980s. London was enjoying a boom back then, and in-demand architects were sketching their erect pricks, passing them off as blueprints and pocketing acres of green. The capital was going up in the world in more ways than one. There was no obvious motive for what Skylark was doing, but there were a few theories written down on memos. Political activist? Anti-capitalist? Protesting against the verticalisation of London? Worth looking into. Anybody on file?


Presumably not, because nobody had ever been caught.
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He answered and I could hear him at work, prepping something. The chunk of a knife as it blurred through onions or carrots or Jerusalem artichokes. ‘You’ve got some nerve, calling me.’


‘If I had a penny for every time someone said that to me I’d be able to buy a small packet of cheese,’ I said.


‘Last time I saw you, you were in my cellar, gobbing off as per.’


‘Come off it, Danny,’ I said. ‘I was just looking for someone, as per. And then you started pushing buttons, trying to get me involved in one of your illegal bareknuckles.’


‘And what?’ he said. ‘You came to arrest me? You’re as much a copper as I am a dishwasher. And anyway, I’ve got half the Met coming to my gaff, getting involved in those “illegal” fistfights. So fuck off.’


‘I’m not calling about that,’ I said. ‘I’m calling because of you. I need your help.’


‘So fuck off,’ he said again. ‘I don’t know x, I haven’t seen y and z ran off to Gravesend with a tart.’


‘I’m not after any leads,’ I said.


‘So what is it?’ he said. He stopped prepping and I heard him put down the knife. I heard it make a metallic noise – schrang! – and my wounds sang in woeful recognition. ‘You want me to teach you how to make pastry?’

OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg





OEBPS/images/part1.jpg
B PART ONE IR
NiSHi KAiSEi





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
CONRAD
WILLIAMS





