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“There’s a body hanging from the tree in the garden.”

I remained motionless, expecting the batteries in the handset to falter at the revelation. It was no surprise that there was a body, yesterday she had told me she daren’t eat in front of the children in case she choked. I played for time, it was something past seven, I was still thick with sleep. What should I do? I wasn’t keen on doing anything.

“Oh, right. So, erm, Mrs Hilton-?”

“Please call me Judy. I’m Judy.”

“-have you phoned the police?”

“They couldn’t come because of the snow.”

A body? Hanging from the tree in the garden? And snow? What snow? Jeez, why couldn’t people phone you in the middle of the night and ask, is religion morally repugnant? Please, Mrs H., not another load of nonsense, not today of all days. I nipped over to the window and cleared some condensation and cupped my hand against the 60 watt glare in the room. There was a hint of the moon and the trees in the orchard were stood in the gloom with one side tinted by light. They were covered with a thin coat of dismal frost that would turn into a grey, dripping, dismal day with the light never better than the colour of cobwebs. But there was no snow.

“Have you really phoned the police?” That sounded rather abrupt. I softened the question. “Judy, have you sort of actually got round to phoning the police?”

“No.”

“Well, erm, well, why not?”

“They’ve been shouting at me.”

This was difficult. Her husband had disappeared a year ago. And she owed my mother £530 in rent. And she was getting very clingy for a mum type person twenty years older than me. Very clingy. I pictured the old beech with its wintery trunk stained with green, so ancient that perhaps it marked Victoria’s Silver Jubilee. It had never grown tall and patrician in the way that befitted a rectory lawn, it was stocky and spreading and more black than silvery grey and its lower limbs were long and horizontal and somehow not entirely benign. When it was young they would have groped octopus-like over hedges and stolen washing from the line. It was a very intriguing tree. But could she really see into the darkness beneath those branches? 

“There’s another body.”

Another body? She’d be seeing a huge goat formed by the clouds in the night sky towering over the village like the old folk had. “Mrs Hilton, erm, suppose- Are you sure you’re fully awake, perhaps you’re in a, you know, hypnagogic state.”

“It’s got one huge leg in the middle!”

Perhaps it was two coats; I wasn’t dragging a harmonium over and playing Abide with Me for a couple of hi-vis jackets. Not today, Mrs H, not when I was about to ask Jenni to marry me. Not even if Amelia Earhart ploughed into the next field and Duke Ellington crawled away and lit a fag with a flick of his Ronson would I chicken out. Dare I tell Judy I’d be along in a while?

“Steven? Please come, Steven, please come, I’m so frightened.”

Of course! If anything slightly bizarre happened in this quiet fragment of the world, in these 17,000acres of Lincolnshire my mother owned, like the roadies who died in the ditch, like the woman with the broomstick who fell off our roof, it emanated from my parents’ studios. There were no mysteries that weren’t down to my parents.

“Judy, it’s okay, I’ve got it, my mother must have given someone permission to shoot a video, or an album cover, you know, something like-” I faltered, we’d not touched upon executions that much at school. But this was my opportunity to emphasise to her that I was twenty two years old and a notorious dick head. I had to keep Judy at arm’s length before people began to suspect something decidedly creepy was going on, people like my mother for instance. Because she could have given someone permission to shoot a video, but like who? Who the hell would release an album with a hanging on the cover? Definitely not me. Billie Holiday? No way. The guy who had a guillotine on stage but played a lot of golf? “Yeah, you know, some band like The Clara Schumann Experience, Polonaise for the Noose Lady, all overdriven cheese cutter piano with industrial left hand. They’ve left the theatricals dangling to freak people out.” I faded away, I was being feebler than I realised, Mrs H. wouldn’t know the title of a single album, not electro, not thrash, not even Sgt. Pepper.

“Steven, it’s not funny. Please be sensible, please help me, things are becoming most peculiar, I can’t stop things happening, please help me. I’m so scared something will attack the children.”

Cold as it was I blushed. And a tiny seed of panic was growing in me. Pray God she’d not done something slightly nuts, like hanging her two little boys to protect them from evil, that sort of crap. Was she trying to tell me she’d done something dreadful?

“Judy? Judy? Are you there? Yes? Judy, sit tight, I’m sorry, I’m coming immediately. Please don’t worry.”

I struggled with my boot laces. It worried me that last week all we’d slaved over at the studios was a rather tasty octet, all bon mots in archaic Italian. We hadn’t had an honest to God, devil worshipping metal outfit on the premises since my teens. Could this nonsense be real? One body in the beech had an infinitesimal small probability. But two? Did one increase the probability of two? And Judy had two children! I grabbed the big torch, pulled the door to and Barbour flapping, ran through the iced up yard past the buildings where Mrs Broomhead kept her horses. There was only a funny sort of darkness left, a mixture of the imminent dawn and the grey of the frost. I went over the field gate like a three legged steeplechaser and I was galloping over Jimmy Burton’s frozen lawn of wheat towards the tower of the ruined church. I didn’t like this at all; this felt like the day Emma Smith was found dead at my parents. I began to sprint. Surely nothing could happen to Mrs Hilton, she looked so perfectly mumsie. It was seven fifteen. The last rooks and jackdaws were leaving the sycamores in the grave yard. The village was still sleeping, motionless under its frost as if it were Christmas morning again and smelling of coal smoke from the council houses. Why did I always act the idiot? Why could I never resist the easy quip? Poor old Judy had descended into a right low state. I’d lent her a sympathetic ear, I’d lent her eighty quid, but it wasn’t entirely the answer to her problems. The worst thing I could discover was that she’d killed those lovely little lads of hers, the second worst thing would be her stood in a negligee on the doorstep with a packet of condoms between her teeth and brushing her hair. The best outcome would be that there would be two bodies hung in the beech, then normality would be restored. 

I was almost there. Our end of the village, the Doomsday Hoseby, had become an isolated hamlet like the blob on the end of an isthmus whilst the rest of the village had begun to drift away during the thirteenth century with the brook marking the tectonic plate. We’d become Lower Hoseby. There was only Judy and her boys holed up in the old rectory and a scatter of other cottages. I turned and barged backwards through the scrappy thorn hedge and faded nettle stalks and stumbling ran out into the gloom of the sunken lane with its one feeble, swan necked lamp, past the long stone wall of the grave yard and finally pushed open the gate of the old rectory garden.

And there, clearly visible in the moonlight, were two figures hanging by the neck.

I hesitated, listened as if I was crossing over a road in the fog and then moved forwards across the lawn. One was a woman; one was a dog almost as long. The woman was hanging stiffly like a caricature of an electrocution, the dog more limply. I stood before them, running the hollow circle of light from the torch over them. The dog, a bitch, was one of those black, plume tailed mongrels that roamed the top end of Grantham, leaping over gates and pushing their heads into children’s buggies for food. Its right eye was torn; it had been struck a tremendous blow. The woman was wearing plastic zip up old lady boots and what looked like leopard skin tights. Or very dirty tights. Her hair was merely wisps, her face appeared ravaged by cancer or heart disease but the leopard skin slacks and a clown’s mouth of red lipstick gave her a ghastly, rapacious air that unnerved me, like the women in the background of a photo of Andy Warhol. I wondered if she’d been a prostitute, which was a fairly juvenile idea, because I’d never spoken to a prostitute, rarely seen a prostitute, doubted there were any prostitutes nearer than Leicester or Nottingham. I realised both of them were wearing a string of cheap pearls around their necks. I couldn’t decide whether that was bizarre or not under the circumstances. I looked at the woman’s face again. This time I wasn’t so sure she was an elderly woman, her hair was tinted a silvery blonde and there was powder or blusher on her face. Perhaps she was in her forties or fifties. And they could be stylish clothes, often ghastly clothes were stylish clothes and presumably nothing looked good on a corpse. The torch was beginning to fade, I switched it off and turned and went to the house.

It was in darkness, towering like the flank of a huge ship above me. It was a Georgian rectory, early George 11, in a poor state of repair. I’d no idea how my mother came by it but it had been hers for years. Perhaps when you bought land on the scale she did you got the occasional freebie. I knew very little of any importance about my mother’s affairs, I doubt her lawyers did. The front door was massive, I gave a firm rap and half shouted, Mrs Hilton, it’s Steven, and the door opened. And there she was with her two boys behind her; all three of them huddled in coats, hats and scarves. She was holding a candle stub burning in a jam-jar and it made the hallway even darker. For some barmy reason I grasped her hand and gave it a good shake. What was I thinking of, I’d be getting myself arrested.

And I began to rattle on. “It’s all okay, it’s all okay, sorry for the delay, I’m here now; let’s shut the door, keep the cold out, or do I mean stop the cold escaping.” Little wonder they were wearing everything they owned, it was a great deal nippier than charity. 

“Is it Daddy?” The eldest was called Nelson; they were a family full of anachronistic names

“No, old chap, goodness me no. It’s an old lady and a dog stuck in a tree-”

“Are they dead?”

“Yes, they are, old chap, and I think it’s going to take us grown-ups a long time to understand it. But it’s nothing to worry about; I think it’s some bad lads messing about. I’m going to phone for the police.” Mrs Hilton looked at the end of her tether, I gave her hand that wasn’t holding the jam jar another shake and she smiled with a sort of gasp. “I’m sorry about all this, Mrs Hilton; I really can’t understand any of it. Why is it so dark, is there a power cut?”

“They’ve cut it off.”

“Well, they can’t, not in winter when you’ve got children.”

“They’ve put one for 50ps in.”

“Oh dear.” I almost burst out laughing. My mother was going to be pleased, prestigious Georgian vicarage complete with slot meter. I hadn’t a fifty; we were stuck in the darkness. Seven twenty, there was a hint of dawn but it would be a while yet. 

I phoned Roy first. Roy had been a detective chief inspector before a sudden fall from grace; he handled lots of things for my mother, he liked to hear of these little happenings.

“What’s she look like?”

“Mmm, mid forties? Or possibly mid seventies. Emaciated, leopard skin slacks, sort of, well, some sort of top. Looks like one of the Rolling Stones’ girlfriends. Why?”

“Anything odd about them?”

“Anything odd about them? No, of course not! Although they’ve both got toy strings of pearls around their necks.”

And he was laughing, laughing his head off for some reason and the enormity of the situation hit me and I imagined morgues and Crown Court and the woman’s family, not to mention the dog’s. 

The woman on the end of the 999 call was a little odd too. She asked me the details three times and then she said, does a Mrs Hilton live there? Yes, I said, definitely, but that’s a strange question, this is H and K Police isn’t it? I was buzzing, it would be with sprinting over the field, and I went off on one. This house belongs to my mother, Mrs Ellis, I expect the Chief Constable refers to her as Her Ladyship like the other jokers do. She’s a very tolerant woman, I’m sure if you decide to let the bodies hang there till they rot she’ll have no objection. Hope to see you soon. Unnerved by my glibness I put the phone down and gave Judy the thumbs up sign.

Things were going well. I had an idea, took my coat off and stuck my hand down through the burst pockets as if I was helping a cow give birth and lo and behold, I found a fifty tucked away in the depths of the lining. We got the electric on and we could go into the back room. Mrs Hilton puffed out a candle that was stood in a soup plate. It was a house that smelt of many things, and now candles too. The room stared back at us with a January Monday morning sadness, just as parts of it would have done for two hundred and fifty years. We knew it was last decorated in 1948, forty three years ago, and there was a lot of green and cream paint and crazed white tiles. There were two noises, the feeble crackle from the sticks in the grate of the old range, and a grating szzz from a cold tap leaking into the stone sink in the scullery. The sticks were damp and were steaming themselves dry before they burnt. It was obvious she’d been scavenging wood out of the garden to get some warmth in the room so they could all curl up together on the battered settee to sleep. Poor old Mrs H., I thought. There was an empty milk bottle on the table. It looked more sordid than it should. That was the trouble when you found a body in the garden; it cast a wretched air over everything.

“Mrs Hilton, this place is a dump; it’s going to have to be sold or renovated. You know, you can’t go on like this, can you? Look, I’ll get you a pick-up full of logs and a load of coins but listen, Mum’s got an empty cottage on The Causeway. It’s tiny but it’s warm, you’d still be in the village for the school, please move into it. At least Mum could start renting this again and recoup some money.” I understood what the problem would be for her. “We can keep a notice on the front door to tell Mr Hilton where you are. No one could say this place has been lucky for you, and now there’s these things in the tree. They might be a sign: this place is cursed. Please move. Come on, let’s shake on it. Let’s have a good handshake, for the third time this morning.” And I grinned.

She gave me a little smile and held out her hand. Wow, success! For the first time in many a month my ferocious badger of a mother might be pleased with me. The two in the tree hadn’t died in vain.

I thought I could hear Roy at the door. I’d have a quick word with him and then shoot off. After all, it was simply one of those things. This was the countryside, there were always dead things hung in trees. Mainly stoats, crows and weasels but, dead things just the same. I turned to her boys. Their faces in their balaclavas with their Fair Isle bobble hats on top were looking up at me. I’d no idea what to say to them so I grinned and wondered if I’d done everything I could or whether I’d made another half-arsed mess. 

Mrs Hilton had on one of those knitted hats that people wore in the Andes crammed down over her clumpy hair. “Thanks, Steven. And thanks, you know, for suggesting I should eat soft foods and avoid bread and meat. You’re quite right, that was a very good idea, they’re the sort to cause choking, aren’t they?”

Whoops, I thought, things had been very bad with her.
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Roy was playing his torch over the footprints in the frost on the lawn. “This way, Steven. You’ve danced a good tango over them already.”

“Sorry.”

It was becoming decidedly light now but the damp and cold were miserable. I pushed my hands into the sloping top pockets of my Barbour.

Roy shone his torch over the bodies. “What’s the verdict then, Columbo?”

I didn’t much like standing before them on their taut ropes. It was a bit like staring at a stained glass window in a cathedral of the occult. It was wrong to look at them. I was ready to tootle off home. “Well, it’s so barmy we must have woken up in an opera. The dog was leaving her; the old bird bashed its head in with a household implement, I think we can rule out a pillow, there’s three French soldiers in a wardrobe, the old girl dies on the gallows but sings well considering she’s a rope around her neck. Definitely a soprano. Not obese, so middle ranking professional.”

Roy began to chuckle, more at me than with me. “I dunno, you’re a fucker you are, you should have been on the police.”

He surprised me, he didn’t usually swear in front of me; after all, our family were his employers. Was I really a fucker? Idiot was the term my parents used, although perhaps I was due for a reassessment.

But we shouldn’t be stood here, it was disrespectful, it was time for me to skedaddle and let the professionals sort this out. I moved yet farther away from the tree and began again. “Is it a tableau, is it meant to convey something? But neither of them looks like Judy and there’s only a faint resemblance to my parents, so, has it been delivered to the wrong address?”

He was chuckling again “Yes it has, and no it hasn’t. Do you know what the pearl necklaces symbolise?”

“Nope.” 

“I won’t tell you, y’mother will shout at me.”

“I’ll soon find out, she’s going to get satellite, I’ll be able to watch the Sweeney and get the vocab, all that the bent brief’s got the tom stuff.” I hadn’t the foggiest idea about the pearl necklace symbolism. They didn’t look like landed gentry.

“Come round and look at her buttocks.”

“What? I most certainly will not.”

“It’s all right, her pants are down.”

“I couldn’t care if there’s a double glazed window; I’m staying on the sunny side.”

He was laughing, “You’re a caution, you are.”

“Me, a caution?” I examined the footprints. “And what about these two perpetrators in trainers, so, possibly townies. Or perhaps yokels trying to fool us.”

Roy began to answer but there was the blare of a siren and blue light was being cast upwards amongst the houses of the village.

He was horrified. “Listen to that, road’s empty and they have to pretend they’re an ice cream van. They’ll have the whole village out. What idiots have we here?”

Already school kids were deserting the bus stop and sprinting over and shouting, their heads appearing over the wall. A Sierra Sapphire pulled up by Roy’s pick-up and a sergeant, I knew him, his name was Brown, and a constable were coming over. My heart sank, of all the rotten luck; it was Bully Pig, David Hogg, who’d attacked me every month for eleven years at school. Hoggie was a policeman? He was bounding up, a big lad and much heavier than I remembered.

“Ha, if it in’t little Steven, y’floppy haired twat.”

Then he was within an inch of me and laughing, pummelling my ribs just like the old days in the playground, expertly, so close there was confusion, his arms going like pistons, six times in two seconds. He’d surprised me, I managed to jab him with a good left in his right eye that I felt in my wrist but he almost lifted me off my feet and I fell heavily on to my back, too shaken to move, struggling for breath. I was convinced he was going to start kicking me.

The sergeant was holding him back, shouting, “I can’t believe you, I can’t believe you, what have you done now?”

Bully was holding his eye; he turned from me and boomed out at the sergeant. “Jesus, the twat’s assaulted me, I was having a bit of fun with him and-”

The sergeant was so furious he couldn’t get his words out. Bully made to push him away, but didn’t.

I propped myself up on my elbows and for a moment I closed my eyes against the pain and the shouting. I realised the soft frost was melting into the legs of my jeans but I hurt too much to move.

Bully was speaking easily, mock carelessly, now. “Dar, Jonathan, calm down, calm down. It’s Little Steven, I’ve known him years. He was cheeking me, the grumpy little git. What have I done? A bit of larking with a member of the public. It’s nothing, un Steven’s nothing, he’s not bothered. Well, he better not be.” And he laughed and took his hand away from his eye for a moment.

Roy said harshly, “Irrespective of anything else you’ve trampled all the footprints out of the frost.”

Bully wasn’t bothered, he laughed again, a big easy, overwhelming laugh, the tallest of us, a big man with blonde hair. “Hello, who are you? Some ex cop got himself chucked off the job? Couldn’t cope, took early retirement, did you?” And he squared up to Roy with a big impregnable smile. “Hey, I picked a bloke up off the canteen floor the other day and your wife was underneath.” And he laughed his Bully Pig laugh. “You know what you are now, pally? You’re nothing.”

Roy was beyond livid, I was afraid he’d launch himself at Bully. I struggled to my feet to rescue the situation and made a bit of a pantomime out of pulling of my coat straight like a latter-day Norman Wisdom. “I’ll tell you what you’ve done, Hoggie, you’ve smacked the only person in the village whose mother is on first name terms with the Chief Constable and in front of a load of witnesses. And I’m going, I’m going home now, I’m going to have a cup of tea and I’m going to forget all about this, same as I always do. But remember,” and I pointed a finger at him, Hoggie, Bully Pig, “we’re multimillionaires and we’ll be multimillionaires for the rest of your life, y’fuckin’ stupid, talentless oaf.”

Why the hell had I said that? What a totally pathetic comment. Especially as I’d be hard pressed to lay my hands on more than five hundred quid. I shoved through the gate into the lane and I began to thread my way through the mass of staring school kids, regretting my words. Me and my big childish mouth, why hadn’t I stared at Bully, clicked my fingers, and said, hey, Plod, behave. I should have appeared cool; instead I’d appeared mardy. And I felt sick enough to faint. If it wasn’t anarchists booting the excrement out of me it was the police.

“Oi, what’s that cop thump you for?” one of school kids was shouting. It was Crouch the paper-boy. They were all absolutely agog. I supposed I would have been.

I turned and faced them. “Target practice. Eh, and don’t forget my Beano this week. And who’s been thumbing through my copy of Playboy? Only a pervert would read that.”

“You don’t get Playboy.” He sounded incredibly professional. A graduate, a member of the chartered institute of paper-boys.

I leant against the churchyard wall and closed my eyes in a long blink. Talk about give me an audience, I’m terrible. I blame my mother; I was six when she first pushed me on to a stage. Or perhaps I was three, I don’t listen to everything she says. Some of the year eleven types were laughing. Rudely. A little girl about nine asked me if I was all right. I managed to smile and say, “No, I’m all wrong.”

“Is that dog dead?”

“I’m sorry,” I told her, “she’s well and truly dead.”

And she began to sob.
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Another police car and a Transit were arriving, there were hi-vis jackets and edgy blue lights everywhere, there was an ambulance in the distance and the school bus was pushing forward into the melee to catch those kids who’d gone AWOL. I began to escape past the hollies and the brown stone walls of the sunken lane so I could return up the track to MFC. That’s secret code for my home, Manor Farm Cottage. I certainly wasn’t hurrying, I felt as if I had a rib stuck through each kidney. What annoyed me was the little Steven crack. At six foot of skin and bone I was almost as tall as Bully, little Steven indeed. And I wasn’t a floppy haired twat. I tried to look a little bohemian, a little indie, a little bucolic, but left to entropy and my own devices I mostly resembled Ronnie Wood when he forgot to take his hair dryer on tour, the idiot son of music business royalty. Damn, and I’d lost another torch.

“Excuse me?” Someone was at my elbow.

It was a girl a little younger than me, perhaps twenty, on an old fashioned lady’s three speed bicycle. She must have been watching, she had followed me.

“Excuse me?” she said again, like she was daring herself. She was an odd girl, her face dominated by silver framed glasses with those magnifying lenses. She was stood on the pedals, balancing the bike stationary against the brakes and the chain like a teenage boy; very much a girl and yet uncaring of the frosty road and the partially frozen puddles. She dismounted in one smooth movement.

I was impressed, most impressed, and a bit dumbstruck. I tried to smile but I was in so much pain I must have looked like a wolf peering in through a toilet window. She was wearing a yellow beret, a big, gorgeous finch-yellow beret, at a sort of jaunty angle. In a blink I picked up a million signals from her, as you do, because we’re humans, but they combined to form one confused blank. All I decided was that she was a bit goofy.

She was peering at me; she was on the verge of blushing. It was fully daylight now and she was switching off her feeble lights. “I know it’s a bit forward but can you show us how to adjust the gears?”

“Yeah, of course. But why ask me?”

“Oh, you’re a mechanical engineer.” 

I was astounded. “Yeah, well-”

The school bus was reversing down with its partial cargo of miscreants, smelling of diesel, its engine knocking and warming the lane, hoping to round up Crouch and the others. The area was becoming a below-freezing version of the village fête.

“-shall we stand inside the gate at the start of this track, it’s safer. Besides, I’ve had enough of the boys in blue for one day.” And we fell into step and took refuge inside the field entrance. In the distance I could still see Roy on the edge of a swarm of day-glo beneath the cedar.

“What did that copper attack y’for?”

Copper. The word jarred. Her accent intrigued me, it was Notting-gum, from the inner estates, so she didn’t sound a merely normal but non middle-class person, she sounded dead common. The thick lenses in her glasses made her seem to stare, she reminded me of a girl from Juniors with a runny nose. A grotty bird the Beatles would have called her. But she intrigued me.

“That’s Bully Pig, aka David Hogg. He was a right dick at school. It got so that the teachers were terrified of him. The git was a blight on my life.” 

“Tff,” she said sympathetically, involuntarily scrunching at the gravel with her foot. “And you hit him, too.”

She didn’t have to explain, I knew she meant: you thumped a police officer, when you should have let him hit you, when you’d have been at fault by merely running away. 

“He’s not a police officer to me; he’s Bully Pig from school and he’s gone totally mad hat bonkers. The git.” I really didn’t want her thinking I’d been the sort of kid everyone pushed around, I really, really didn’t. I had to explain. “You know, this is one tiny example of what it was like living with my parents. If the Sunday Times or the Observer needed a stock photo to illustrate the Summer of Love they always used one of my parents dancing in hipster trousers. Unfortunately they’re both topless and my mother is smoking a cigarette.” That cigarette was the only part of the photo I would look at. “It’s crazy, it’s not right, idle bleeding newspapers. And they were both only sixteen. Me and my sister Ellie really got the wee-wee extracted from us over that. Kids’ parents must have told them, oh I say, look at Steven’s mummy’s tits. It was a gift for characters like Bully Pig. And his female counterparts. Worse still, it seemed to frighten half the kids off us. As if I’d ever go topless. As if it’s our fault that our parents stand out like two leopards on a bidet.” 

She was considering things carefully. “It’s a brill photograph, it’s got stillness and movement and it tells a story. The colours are just fantastic. Kodachrome, no one caught the longer wavelengths like Kodak, did they?”

I couldn’t believe she knew the photo, and certainly not in colour.

She understood. “I got a pocket money job helping this lecturer in her darkroom. She explained the photo; I was only any good at doing the lab bits. She said movement equals progression, etc, that stoopid waffle. Course, she didn’t say stillness, she said stasis, she was obliged to, she’s an academic.” She gave me a tentative smile. “But it is wonderful, it’s full of things when you see the whole image, sort of, sort of, you know, the contrast between the park with its Bank Holiday feeling, un the straight Sixties people in their funny clothes and then your parents superimposed on them. You know?”

I knew nothing of photography. It probably understood me better. “What do you mean the whole thing?”

“Oh. Haven’t you noticed they always show a section when it’s in 35mm?”

“All I know about 35mm is that if an inch is 25.4mm then 35mm is, err,” I was proud of my mental arithmetic, “1.37-”

“7.”

Oh no, the girl was an arithmetical genius. I rolled my eyes at her. “What a shit morning. Why the bloody hell did I try to impress you?”

She was laughing.

“Huh, hey, pack in sniggering, you rotter.” The girl was a miracle; it was good to talk to her, to forget Bully and the things in the tree. Somebody else’s world, somebody else’s problem. “How have you seen the whole print then?”

“Angie’s sort of nuts about your father’s stuff. It’s dead creepy; in 1967 she’d have been nineteen when he was sixteen. She had a decent print that must have been taken directly from the negative. We copied it so she could play with it. In’t the print available?” She was rubbing her toe in the fine gravel of the road again. “Angie thinks the image is the antithesis of the Summer of Love because if you look beyond the total drop deadness of your parents they’re not in fact wearing beads, they’re not out of their heads, there’s no stoopid misplaced optimism. They’re dancing like idiots but they look intelligent and focused, like kids who go to Oxford and things. You know?”

“You’re frightening me, I must have been adopted.” It was ludicrous; I was always meeting people who knew more about my parents than I did. 

Perhaps she had read my thoughts. She was giving me a shy little smile, a strange creature all wet with mist like me. “Your ribs’ll hurt you tomorrow.”

A tiny, distant alarm bell rang inside my head, there was something slightly too knowing about that statement. But I blundered on. “I’m barely a mechanical engineer, you know.”

“You got a third.” 

Strewth, there was some gossip flying about Hoseby. I tried a mock Dracula sort of voice. “So, that’s what the villagers say of me, is it? Any of them point out I was sacked from my job because of it?” 

“One or two. They’re only peasants. Full of blood though.” She was giving me her urchin smile again.

“Oh. Well, huh, well, sort of, I was indulging in my one teenage rebellion: science and technology. I was trying to prove something to my parents. I succeeded beyond my wildest dreams.” I burst out laughing. “However. Hey, do they say anything else about me? Strange body odour? Vacant stare?”

“Oh, only that you’ve got a beautiful girlfriend.”

“Well-” And I looked away. “I’m fast coming to the conclusion I’ve only got a half share in a beautiful girlfriend. Anyway, you can’t be old enough to have graduated yet.”

“I’m in the second year of a PhD.”

“Oh, no! I’m so disappointed to hear that. Go on, further depress me, did you get a first?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, Good Lord, no. Erm... Biologist?”

“Biochem-Physiology.” 

“Any good A levels?”

“Double maths, physics, chemistry, biology.”

“Fuck me. Whoops, I mean, that’s clever for a girl. Argh, I mean-”

She was laughing. She had crap teeth but a nice mouth and a nice round chin. Her long hair was hazel and in a heavy, boring, natural centre parting, in an I’ll never have it styled way. Her glasses really magnified her eyes, but I didn’t think contact lenses would improve things. Besides, she was saying to the world, this is me, accept me! And yet I supposed she was desperate to be thought pretty. Goofy was perhaps the best description for her. I thought she was cute, I’d no idea why, but I thought she was cute. I had a thing about girls who did science; if I’d attended a chemistry lecture I’d have begun rolling my eyes and ejaculating and they’d have to carry me out under a blanket. I crouched on the chain side of her bike; she stood holding it on the other. Boy, did I feel sick with the pain in my ribs. I stood again for a moment and then sank down again. “Blimey,” I managed, “yes, the Sturmey Archer epicyclic gear, the cyclist’s friend for a hundred years.” I made a mental note to drop the blimeys. “Who the heck’s oiled it for you; it looks like a tanker’s run aground.”

“Matt, that’s his tractor oil.”

“Matt!” Then she meant my mother’s tractor oil. So much seemed to be going on in the village. Who was this girl? A relative of one of the characters hung in the tree? Had a handful of aliens invaded the village in the night? Had they arrived as waxwings and metamorphosed into people? Could there be dogs and geriatrics in every tree? I reached for a length of last year’s straw and rubbed at the oily hub. “06 63. The Triumph Palm Beach. I’ve not seen this steed around the village before.”

“It’s Mrs Colthurst’s.”

“Mrs Colthurst of Hoseby Estates? Blimey, almost gentry!” The Colthursts had a thousand acres, and so were paupers compared to my mother. And something occurred to me. “You might have met my mother, Loz Ellis?” I looked up at her and she blushed and I took it to be a yes. Why should she blush? 

She said hesitantly, “she’s a bit scary, she frightens me.”

I stood up again to stretch and ease my ribs. “Bah, silly old bat, she doesn’t tell me what to do.” And I tugged at my collar, looked nervously over my shoulder and pretended to sweat profusely. I sank back to my knees with a groan and talked her through the adjustment. Her legs and her hips were like an ice skaters, knelt beside her I was mesmerised. I decided she’d be one of those girls who’d pretend to spit in my face and we’d chase each other around, rolling over and over in a play fight and I’d let her give me little punches and kicks. But I could almost sense her heart thumping due to her shyness. She was wearing floral Wellingtons and black tights and a classy, short brown tweed coat to the hem of her skirt. I was enough my mother’s son to know it must have come from an exclusive chain, Jaeger at the least. It contrasted well with her beret. She smelt expensive too, like may blossom. What a strange creature she was. And yet common, proper common. And clever. She was absorbing each and every one of my instructions.

“So,” I said, “make sure there’s a smidgen of play in the toggle chain when it’s in first and then second should be sorted. Want to try it?”

I watched her disappear up the stony track and turn back again and knew she understood not to let the front wheel slip away on the loose surface. Mrs Colthurst’s bicycle. Mrs Colthurst’s coat? They’d be the same size. Yes, stuck working at the studios there was a lot I didn’t know about our village.

She was smiling. “It’s mended! Thank you!”

I grinned. Beyond her I could see folk milling about under the cedar tree and the air was crackling with blue lights and a deluge of self importance. But something was very different. Even at this distance it was obvious Bully was no longer playing the obnoxious oaf, Bully the Rookie had taken charge of the situation. Yes, I thought, that’s our Bully.

“This is all very strange,” I said. “If you’d asked me yesterday what would happen today, well, this is something else.”

She sort of glanced towards the rectory garden, and then looked back at me.

She was quicker than me, she would understand more in a glance. One of the scary things I learnt at university was that there was a small elite of people who understood so much more than I did that I couldn’t quite comprehend the gap between us. They would control my life and I’d only be vaguely aware of it. This girl might be one of them.

“Do you understand the bodies in the tree?” I continued.

She looked at me. “No. But could I ask you something? Those two things? Do you think there’s any significance that that’s Hoseby Old Rectory, but there’s also Hoseby Hall, House and Manor, and Hoseby Cottage, Hoseby Farm, Hoseby Farm Cottage, Hoseby Hall Lodge and Hoseby Fields and Hoseby Close, which is a house, not a cul-de-sac. What do you think?” She was pulling hard at the strap of her bag with her left hand. She spoke quickly and without hesitation, but without any aitches either. ’arce, she said, not ’owce like my mother. And she’d missed out Hoseby Park, my parents’ home.

“I don’t know, I really don’t understand. But I think the make-up was put on the woman after she’d died. Actually, close was the old name for a field.”

“Oh, I don’t know nothing about the countryside.” She was a touch crestfallen.

There was a hamlet the other side of Grantham called Haceby. Had the old biddy been strung up at completely the wrong village? Perhaps the girl was right; she seemed the sort who always would be. “Apparently Mrs Hilton’s hubby disappeared a year ago.”

“Actually, Roy said it was before Christmas, so that’s thirteen months ago. Though, I don’t suppose a month’s going to be significant. Is it?”

There was a great deal of information in that sentence. So, she was in with Roy. “You know,” I said, “I’d planned I was going to be Holmes and you were going to be Watson.”

“I’ll pretend to be stupid, girls are supposed to pretend to be Watson.”

She was smiling and looking up at me. She had soft grey eyes behind the magnifying lens of her glasses. She looked defiant, but vulnerable. Although it’s forbidden to describe females as vulnerable. But to hell with it, after twenty two years of my mother I deserved a girl with a hint of self doubt. But she also looked the sort to ring your doorbell and run away. “Well,” I managed, “well, if it starts slipping in second gear bring it round, I live up there. Well, bring anything mechanical, spades, forks, wheelbarrows.” 

Because of course, she’d know where I lived. Though she wasn’t much of a predator and she only managed to say, “Yes, are y’sure? That’s ever s’kind.” 

Then as she turned to go I said, “square-root of seventeen?”

“Mmm, 4.1, 4.123?” She was messing about, deliberately just guessing. “Four point bobbety shit?” And leaning her bike against her she pulled her floppy beret into a bonnet with her gloved hands and stuck her tongue out and sort of pouted with her body. But she’d embarrassed herself and turned away.

I began the walk back up the easy slope to Manor Farm Cottage. My ribs felt like I had terminal pleurisy. I needed a good fry up of paracetamols with lashings of codeine, maybe morphine, possibly tomatoes, a proper New York Dolls breakfast. But I was lucky Bully Pig had hit me, he could have stopped me late at night and planted some drugs on me. He still could. What was wrong with him, had the trotter faced pratt totally flipped? What a mess. Perhaps I ought to make a formal complaint. More problems. I’d no idea what to do for best.

I didn’t know what to think about the strange girl. I risked a quick glance behind me. She was leaning her bicycle against her at the entrance to the lane, talking to a dark haired lad with a scruffy hair style reminiscent of mine. It was David, a terribly quiet doctor’s son with problems who lived on Water Lane and spent every day wandering about with his spaniel, Bobbo. 

What a very strange morning. I better keep my eyes skinned in case Amelia Earhart crunched another plane in a welter of earth and turf and Johnny Kidd and the Pirates poured out. They sounded like the sort of archaic characters who’d all be dead. Ian Curtis was dead but it felt utterly wrong to drag him into this. It could be Syd Barrett or Morrissey, they were as good as dead. Glenn Miller would be in the other seat, draped with seaweed and with empty eye sockets. Just my luck, I can’t stand trombones.
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I’d hardly got in the door when the phone started ringing. It would be my mother; she would have sensed the vibrations in the village through the soil of the fields from her lair at Hoseby Park.

But it was my father.

“Steven, can you come over here immediately, something’s cropped up, something tedious yet profoundly problematic.” 

“What is it, Kiss?”

“No, something even more regrettable-”

“Ah, got it, someone who’s blagged an art’s council grant to write a requiem for Thatcher using only ninth century instruments.”

“Steven, I am not in the mood. Fuck off, will you, and please get over here asap.”

“Listen, haven’t you heard? Guess what’s hanging from the beech tree on the old vicarage lawn?”

“Wooden testicles?”

“No, listen-”

“ASAP, Steven.”

“Or, flip, father, I was going to fix the upstairs lighting circuit, Jenni can’t abide candles-”

“Steven-”

“Can’t Mum sort it?”

“She’s in London. Just get over here. I’m sure her game plan and mine would be identical. Please, just get over here before I torch the place.” And he hung up.

Him and his piddling artistic temperament. 

I snatched a massive dish of tikka and brown rice out of the fridge and slammed it in the microwave as swiftly as my ribs would allow me. I was most narked, Roy was bound to wander up for tea and biccies and I badly needed to discuss Bully with him. I tried to shave as I tucked into the curry. What had happened now? My father was much more a creature of the night than I was and yet he was up and prowling about at quarter past eight. And he wasn’t a man who normally suffered from emergencies.

My thoughts froze. The square root of 17 was 4.123. I checked again. What an embarrassment I was. What a cool thing that girl was. What a bloody day this was turning out to be. 

I stoked the fire up, carefully fitted the guard, gulped down a couple of paracetamols and dragged a bicycle out of the copulating heap in the old pigsty and tore over the fields, okay hands up, over our fields, towards the studios. Every breath and every pothole was agony. It’s a mile to my parents, it’s called Hoseby Park but it’s not a Park, it’s nothing posh at all, merely a large Edwardian farmhouse set at the edge of a wood at the foot of the escarpment and looking out over the huge fields towards the village. But it’s got loads of brick barns. There was a white Sierra Cosworth with a huge wing outside the studios. It wouldn’t be my father’s, not for him a fast Ford or Ferrari, he was into the Rootes Group. He quite likes cars; he’s got a hundred in a secluded paddock, his own scrap yard. Seen that scrap yard in Sympathy for the Devil? You see, they are hip. He was in the repair shop, my second home after the studios, where I had to fix his vehicles, stood in his heron pose before an oily Yamaha keyboard. We had keyboards everywhere. One of his Lotus Sunbeams was on the lift. That was ominous.

He was filling the huge metallic space with sound, playing something sickening and frightening. It was appalling, like a feverish nightmare where someone was cutting your throat. An uncaring counter melody from a lesser nightmare ran backwards through it, as if Shostakovich had slipped into a psychotic episode when he wrote that concertino for two pianos. The old man was a dickhead but it was a privilege to be his son. Abruptly he stopped.

“Don’t go round whistling that.” And he pointed an enigmatic finger at me.

“Everything all right then, Our Father?” 

“No, not really. Hence that comic book nonsense.”

Amidst the glorious smell of oil and exhaust fumes I could detect an expensive perfume that made me think of a Johnny Hodges solo. I hoped he’d not been doing anything untoward with some blonde in leather trousers.

“Mum and Ellie all right?” 

He was in an unusual mood; much like he was when we thought Ellie had meningitis. Which she did. Here I was, with fresh tales of great doings at Mrs Hilton’s and he wasn’t interested. “Look, father dear father, tell us what’s wrong. It’s not Benny Goodman turned up, is it?”

“He’s not phoned. It’s Chrissie, she’s got herself into an immense amount of bother with a politician. I want you to take her to Birmingham. Immediately.”

What? Here was something else I hadn’t seen coming. Chrissie was having an affair with a national figure? A married Cabinet member? Chrissie was my father’s mistress and his muse, and the mother of my sister Ellie who my mother and father had raised. Chrissie wasn’t merely a mistress, Chrissie was a historical novelist, not in the Jane Austen sense, her characters were courtesans who smothered babies, poisoned rivals and helped cancer riddled loved ones to die. The scene in her latest novel where the heroine of her female Hornblower series was tied to a grating in front of the ship’s company and got three lashes before the hero intervened was described by one of those women in the Sunday Times as the most mesmerising two pages in the English language. Of course, none of that was good enough for her to remain my father’s mistress. With Chrissie there was always another heroine: in that novel she was kept on a lead by a genius with a brain tumour so she could isolate oxygen for him, in another in the darkness on a lonely road the heroine had fallen in step with a beggar woman who had been parasitised by God and was weary of her slavery. There were always hidden doors at the end of alleys and cottages in woods that no path led to. And a hint of necromancy: the heroine would meet the ancestors of the famous, say the earlier Darwins or the mother of Mary Shelley. I hadn’t read any of her books, not out of my loyalty to my mother but out of respect for Chrissie, because it would be like reading her diaries and I’d hate not to like them. Ellie hadn’t read them either. Of course Jenni had, avidly. I was a bit wary of Chrissie. Ellie was too, though in a more daughterly way. I’d known Chrissie all my life, I respected Chrissie, I actually liked Chrissie, but there was always the possibility that Chrissie would shatter like a light bulb in the rain.

“And look, I don’t want your mother to know. Not yet. This could be potentially devastating for all of us. It could be bigger than Profumo. You know Profumo?” He could be very scathing with me.

“The husband of the girl in Great Expectations?” That stopped him. I was tempted to ask him what the square root of seventeen was, but he’d work it out in a millisecond. I think he’d passed his maths GCE when he was fourteen, he’d get it, he was one smart geezer.

“Okay, Steven? Okay? Take the Gazelle-”

“What! That doddery old heap!” Why not one of his Lotus Sunbeams? The Gazelle was a posh 1966 version of the Minx, a pretty little thing full of walnut veneer. “With a dynamo, in this winter weather!”

“Chrissie needs to spread out on the back seat. She’s here in the office, listening to everything we say. Besides, nursing that thing to Murmansk and back is about all we could trust you to do.” 

The office was as 1950s as the garage. Chrissie was perched on a stool against one of those tall desks Bob Cratchit once stood at. Her winter clothes were a swirl of muted blues and mauves, her boots were blue suede, she looked cute in a blue turban style hat. She’d been crying, no, sobbing, sobbing her heart out, she was checking her face in an old fashioned compact. I decided that whatever catastrophe had swept over them she accepted the blame. But what could have happened? She might have been unfaithful to him a dozen times but then why not, she wasn’t married to him. I wasn’t sure if she’d ever been married. And I could see that he might be busy today, but why couldn’t she drive herself? She was taking a last look in the mirror of her compact, and then she delicately closed it in a way that would direct every male eye in a room to her.

“Oh, erm, Nottingham Forest only drawn then?” I asked, embarrassed by her tears.

“No, the trees have been painted too.” And she gave me a mature but sad little smile.

“There you are,” said my father, “some sort of normality has been restored. Steven, I want you to note everything this rascal does, everything she sees and everyone you meet. Steven, I am the most disappointed I have ever been in my life. Steven, don’t let her out of your sight. Seriously, do not let her out of your sight. And don’t tell your mother, she’s not back until tomorrow anyway. But do not, under any circumstances tell your mother. Here’s ten twenties, now go.”

Chrissie gave me a faint roll of her eyes, in lieu of saying, here’s little me in trouble again, offered me her hand and hopped on to her feet like a blue and mauve magpie.

We stopped two villages on and she used the phone box. A clue, I wondered? After all, we could have stopped at her house in the village. I couldn’t figure out why my father should care if John Major himself had bent her over his dispatch box. She’d disappear for weeks on end and I doubted she entered a convent. Probably she was holed up in the foc’sle of an English frigate being a sailor’s wife as it beat through the winter in the approaches to the Channel. Or a Lydia Bennet in a diaphanous frock smuggled into the captain’s cabin of a ship of the line at Spithead waiting to be rogered over the chart table. I was probably being horribly unfair. I was certainly being horribly clichéd. Besides, Chrissie was in effect my aunt, so neither Ellie nor I could properly imagine her getting up to, well, mischief. But we could make stupid jokes about it. Besides, although Chrissie could in a moment flare up into this flamboyant nymph, a vivid, histrionic ball of terrifying feminine mystique, she was mostly quiet, secretive, almost despondent, moody, terrified of flying, terrified of disease- And she liked me. I was sure she liked me. There had been moments throughout my life when she’d sat and talked to me in a way few of the faces who had passed through the cigarette fug of the studios had bothered. Certainly talked to me in a way my mother never had. 

She flopped on to the back seat, struggling to close the rear door. “Erdington, James, and don’t spare the horses. Under two hours?”

“Quarter to eleven maybe. Chrissie, what’s the square root of 17?”

“What’s the what? I didn’t realise seventeen had roots, I thought it just wandered aimlessly.”

I knew Erdington. It was on the Sutton Coldfield side of Brum, an archetypal dreary wapentake of Birmingham, a billion ill arranged bricks, plus cars. It had no claims to fame, except that for three years it had the best rock club in the world. Three years out of a possible twelve hundred. I’d sneaked off to play a club in Brum after O levels. My mother went totally apeshit, the bloody hypocrite. She’d no worries; I didn’t enjoy the night much, they weren’t my sort of toilets. Chrissie settled on the back seat, then put her bag and gamp on the floor, her hat on the parcel shelf and uncaring of the effect on her clothes she lay in a foetal position. It was probably for best, sat in the back in her hat it would look as if I was taking an elderly aunt to be put down. Me, on an adventure with Chrissie, this was something to tell Jenni. I made sure the heater was on full blast for her and scurried on through Melton. Melton Mowbray, huntin’ country, don’t cha know. Famous for pork pies and err, pet food. 

I couldn’t see Chrissie in my mirror; I imagined her listening to the music of the transmission and the friction of the tyres on the road rumbling through to her ear on the leather of the back seat. Would all this politician nonsense be in the papers? Once, when I was twelve and Ellie was eleven we were sat on a sunny July day around our outdoor pool on a very rare occasion when we weren’t forced to work in the studios. Chrissie had begun to tease my father in a sly little way and wouldn’t stop. I knew something was happening, I knew Ellie sensed it too. My father scooped Chrissie up and threw her in. She scrambled out and her white dress had become transparent and her darkish bush was very evident, not to mention her other bits and I felt embarrassed and confused. She wouldn’t stop trying to soak him and this time he scooped her up and went off with her. The tension in my mother was palpable and in a rare lapse of maternal instinct she hesitated, then followed them. And Ellie and me pretended to do this and that for a while and then we sort of slunk away, her to her piano and me on to my bike and I pushed it so that Meg our utterly, utterly wonderful spaniel collie cross could sniff things and off we went over the dirt roads of Mum’s burgeoning estate that was everywhere preparing itself for the imminent harvest. It was past ten and the sun had nearly gone when they turned up in the Landrover looking for me. There you are, hop in, they said almost in unison and I remember Mum whipped up a late night feast of chips, gravy and Cumberland sausage. But we weren’t a dysfunctional family. Although Chrissie was my father’s mistress, in some strange, string theory way she and my mother were as sisters, Loz and Chrissie, big sister and little sister. Yes, I could not remember a time without Chrissie but I didn’t know her age, I didn’t know her origins, in fact, I didn’t know her name. She called herself Ellis, she was published as Ellis, but perhaps that was for Ellie’s sake. Though Eleanor Ellis was rather clumsy name. Or was it? No, we weren’t a dysfunctional family, but we were rather mysterious.
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Two minutes to eleven and Chrissie made me pull up outside 9 Wheelwright Road in grimy, wintery, damp Erdington. A man and a woman popped out and came over and clambered in. A tall, familiar looking man in a black leather jacket got in the front and a woman a little taller than Chrissie with a pleasing body shape in a rather sexily cut black leather jacket and with her jeans touching tiny high heeled leopard-skin boots slipped in behind me. Probably the Norton Owners’ Club. I’m not into macho black leather. Africans are supposed to be the coolest people on the planet but I’ve never seen one in black leather. Purple and sunburst maybe.

“Now then, Steven, long time no see!”

A Brummie with a Barnsley, a Baaarnsley accent and fading blonde hair. It was Tony Dalby, bespoke electronics for the music industry. Dad used him a lot. Tony was clever, Tony was the man, he’d made my bass pedals. He was the last person I had expected to see. “Tony!”

“And this is Pauline, Steven.”

“Hello, I’m Pauline, Steven.” There was a tiny, teasing smile around her lips. She looked a confident woman, perhaps a little careworn, her hair was in a simple but chic 1960’s bob, she was sort of sexy and like Tony a little older than Chrissie, perhaps forty five. 

“Tony, can you give Steven directions?” Chrissie was in charge. But Chrissie wasn’t a natural leader, Chrissie was born to whisper in the ears of great leaders.

“Look, Chrissie” I said, “I must point out that the chances of me not telling my mother about all this are absolutely zero, unless we discover Gran stripping in a pub and then only if she whips her G string off.”

“Of course, Steven, I know you too well to think you’d mislead your mother. Or ogle Gran.” There was a tiny reproach in her voice.

Pauline was shaking with laughter. Perhaps it was nervous tension. Tony glanced back at her and chuckled, and so we set off. His directions were of the turn left, turn right here, watch that bastard type, on through every rat run in the city and very soon I was lost in grey, splurgy, dripping Birmingham, its streets full of canker riddled trees and bulging garden walls and a thousand different types of people moving like particles in Brownian motion through polystyrene chip trays and plaggy bags, along soiled, grimy pavements no cleaner than when the thoroughfare would have been clogged with horses.

There was a bizarre atmosphere, we were like four people off to a job interview. 

“How’s your father, I’m expecting a call.” Tony looked across at me, smiling as if he was juggling with three balls in the air.

“You’ll get one; he’s working ninety minutes to the hour. Davey will OD on cough linctus and urinate on something and die in a halo of sparks and alkaloids.”

“Good on him, get some new tackle in. So, poor old bloody Steadfast’s dead.”

“Steadfast?” I’d never known that he’d lived.

“He is. He was driving for Big Barnaby, died at the wheel; they went through a hedge and a hundred yards across a ploughed field.”

“Wow. Oh.”

“The result of a lifetime’s driving. Blood clot moved up from his calf and lodged in his heart. And a lifetime’s fagging it.” He glanced meaningfully at Pauline on the backseat. “Poor old Steady is deady. Hey, and he was the last remaining witness, wasn’t he?”

“Really? Err, was he?”

Chrissie and Pauline were almost speaking in unison. “Tony, you know that’s verboten.”

“Yeah, but Steven knew Steadfast,” he turned to me again, not that I took my eyes off the traffic, “Steadfast was your parents’ driver, well, sort of servant when they started out. You knew him; he always asked after you, he used to walk you in your pushchair.”

I remembered. “Did he have funny shoes? Did he like bus stations? We always went to bus stations.”

“Winkle pickers. You’ve got him, you’ve got him.”

“And what did he witness?”

“Um.” Tony glanced towards the backseat. “Well, I think you and me better accept it’s died with him.”

No one but a taxi driver could memorise the trails in this scruffy jungle covering 30 square miles. We hadn’t crossed an arterial road to my knowledge, so surely we were still in his home patch of Erdington. He was blinding me with directions, had he been blinding me with Steadfast? Now the streets he’d chosen had lost their rectilinear precision, the buildings were of all sizes and stained with water from broken gutters, we were in the midst of the remnants of what must have been the original thousand year old settlement. We turned into an old lane and there in front of us was a three storey effort set well back, tatty but well cared for, and bearing the legend Constitutional Club. Tony was saying OK, left and then this one, left again and we were parked on a street off the old lane with our backs to the club. Lygon Street. I ought to be professional and write that down on a packet of Chesterfields.

“I’m not going,” Pauline said suddenly, “I’ve seen enough trouble in my time. I’m not coming and that’s it, I’m sorry.”

“Well, you miserable cow! Steven, stay with her, or else scaredie knickers’ll have one of her accidents. Oh, for God’s sake.” Chrissie was struggling to get her brolly out of the door.

“Ha, you’re not going in that hat are you, you look a devil.” Tony was laughing.

“Of course I bloody well am. Steven, darling, we might be at least an hour, look after mardy pants for us.” And they dashed off.
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I opened my window a smidgen and then, clenching my teeth against the pain in my ribs, twisted around a bit so I could see her. “I’ve stood for it, haven’t I? You’re a plant aren’t you, a plant to exploit my Sir Galahad tendencies. Don’t let Chrissie out of your sight were Dad’s instructions. I’ve failed again.”

She leant fully against the back of the rear seat, she touched her hair and the sleeves of her black leather bomber jacket slipped back and her wrists were full of those silver charms. She must have been an attractive woman once; she had a pretty nose and mouth and she oozed sexual confidence. “Oh Steven, I’m sorry, I can’t lie. Oh sweetie, will you be in trouble?”

“Nar, I’ll just have disappointed him again. First time today. But bollocks, I’m not a private eye, Chrissie’s perfectly entitled to her own life, he’s no paragon. You can’t send your son to spy on your mistress, unless something totally bizarre has happened. Though come to think of it, it did this morning. Listen to this.” And I told her about the things hung in the tree but not about Bully or the girl on the three speeder.

“Steven, that’s terrible. Really?”

“Yeah, really.”

“That’s terrible.” Her right hand was closed around the sort of bangle bracelet on her left wrist, hiding it from the world. And then she swiftly said, “You’ve been in the charts a lot, haven’t you, Steven?”

I was struggling, she’d wrong footed me again. My mother would want me to button up and stick to the stuff in the public domain. “Well, sort of, when I was at uni, but that was mainly the indie charts, they’re for losers.”

“No they aren’t! Well I think it’s brilliant. What’s happening now?”

“Sort of, absolutely nothing.”

“Oh, Steven, why?” She was more Cilla Black than Cilla was.

“Well, ever been in a band where you had to drive the van, buy the gear, write the music, get beat up, nearly get thrown out of uni, produce the CDs and still attend 35 hours of labs and workshops? And then guess what, they wanted to turn professional. What? I don’t want to talk about it, it ended badly and I got the blame.” Jesus, I’d only started the band to have a laugh and get a girl friend and I was losing her. “It was my fault it folded, absolutely, totally, inescapably my fault but I was already four grand out of pocket. Four grand!” I stopped, and looked at her, realising I was sounding like some tortured loser. Perhaps I always did.

“Steven! Couldn’t you manage to lick them into shape?” She was worse than my mother.

“Well- No. They were like a pack of huskies that weren’t attached to the sledge. Oh, you must know all that anyway, because Chrissie could have told you.” 

“Actually Tony told me.”

The woman had probably known of my existence for the whole of my life, what with the way adults gossiped about children.

.“Oh. Well, hands in the air, it was my fault. But do you think Chrissie and Tony will be long, I must get back to see my girlfriend by five. Jeez!” And from nowhere an explanation for the dog and the old lady flooded into my thoughts. “Wait, wait, hey, I’ve thought of a culprit, local cow pat brain Anastasia Harper. She’s a zombie I went to school with. Her parents live in a tepee in an orchard. Last summer me and Jen walked to the top of this hill and there in a copse was Anastasia living in this tent like it was the fourteenth century, she was all dogged up like she was a wood cutter with woolly stockings and a black hat like a floppy plant pot. And there was this schizophrenic in a loin cloth who looked like he was on invalidity benefit sat by the fire and chanting with his barefoot on a skull, a genuine human skull, all surrounded by josh sticks. Not a new skull, but like its owner had lost it when Queen Anne was giving birth for the first time-”

“What did you do?”

“Err, looked round for a motorbike to leap on. Apparently it was something to do with this god Shiva. Then I said, see you around, and we wandered on. It really freaked Jen out.”

“I’m not surprised.” She was giggling. “Steven, stop it, your voice makes everything sound funny. Do you think he could have done it?”

“No, he’s probably fell in the Ganges. Unless the old lady and the dog were sacrifices. My mother will sort it. They might be dead but she’ll still make them talk. Have you met my mother?” 

She hesitated. “Yes, I’ve met Lorraine.”

There was an elderly blue Mercedes four tonner with curtain sides almost opposite us. Two blokes I could have happily watched drown were loading it with scruffy cardboard boxes that appeared to be empty. Farther down the street two little old houses were wedged in between the factories. An old woman was stood outside the nearest with a dog having a crap in the gutter. Well, the dog was. So far. She had white hair and a huge belly. Probably she was some relation to the old girl hung in the tree. She smoked as she watched the turd slide out into the cold air and then they lumbered back inside.

“Steven, tell me about the marvellous Ellie, I’ve heard so much about her from Chrissie over the years. Is she really that much of a demon?”

“Ellie? My half sister?” That was all everyone wanted to hear, bloody Ellie. “Ellie? Erm, she’s a natural brunette, you could tell that when she led Year 10 skinny dipping. Erm, force of nature, just a bit more powerful than the weak nuclear. She’s constantly got a right gang of girls with her, or gays, all loud but super cool, she’s got a billion guys chasing- But poorly educated, she thought Bill Badger played bass in Sabbath.” 

“Better at music than you?”

“Mmmm, no, not at all. She plays beautifully, give her half an hour and she can get a tune out of anything. But she can’t write for toffee. Music’s like English to me. Sometimes, when we had a new quartet in and they looked a bit agog about having an eleven year old boy on the desk doing the session Dad would play a section on the piano and say to me, okay, which three notes does the cello play next? Sometimes I got them right. My parents worked me to death, I had no childhood, there’s so much more than music. I wanted to stuff some underpants and a cheese sandwich into a spotted handkerchief and slip through a portal and tell Mozart to use a condom and lay off saturated fats.” I started laughing. “Okay, I know, a simple yes or no would have done. But like at a party, because she’s a girl Ellie would swamp me out and no one would realise I was in the room. Dad always bulled her up. His little darling. He’s a sucker for females, up on a pedestal they go.”

“You’re not like that then?”

“No! Women are just the same as men, feet of clay, full of faults and demands.”

She was laughing. “Well, you’re not going to get many girl friends with that attitude, Steven Ellis.”

I’d never had this pointed out so clearly to me before. I screwed my face up. Had she met my father? It seemed forward for me to ask.

“Have you, you know, met my father?”

She laughed. After the tiniest pause. “Yes, yes, I’ve met him too. Only briefly.” She smoothed the question out of the way. “Chrissie always said you were the serious, thoughtful one.”

“What! I’ve never been so insulted. So...”

“So Ellie really is brilliant?”

God, always it was Ellie with people. “Ellie? Nar, but, well, she believed in it all, the music biz, she lapped it up. I was a rebel, I preferred the kids at school. The music biz kids who came round the studio, she was all over them. Mum had lots of womanly talks with her. Err, well, womanly shouting matches. Oh, and she’s violent. Twice she beat up lads in my class ’cos they got a bit forward with her. To sum up, my mother pigeon holes Ellie as reckless and me as inept. Me and Jen, Jenni, that’s my girlfriend, we think it’s wrong how Mum sort of stole Ellie away from Chrissie, Mum’s so much more confident and matriarchal, and Chrissie’s so much more- Whoops, I’m going too far.” This woman was flustering me, she was the strong, mother figure and I was more like Crouch the paperboy. “Ellie and Mum are always shouting at each other, they’re so much alike and I’m more like Chrissie’s son.”

The woman laughed. And then laughed again. She had a nice smell, as if a film star had stepped out of a bath and wrapped a towel around herself and her scent seemed to warm the cold air in the car. I felt a little more confident, perhaps she wouldn’t bite. I decided to delve. “So, you met my mother?” I asked. After all, Tony or Chrissie may have introduced her.

She didn’t answer.

So I continued, “Perhaps it wasn’t my mother, let’s check, Mum would have volunteered to invest money for you.”

She was laughing again. “But Ellie lives in London now, doesn’t she?”

The largest size of Luton had pulled up about forty yards from us. Two men had thrown the unmarked shutter up and were unloading big, fresh-from-the-manufacturer boxes and struggling with them into a large unmarked building. The names on the boxes intrigued me. Roland, Yamaha, Kawai, Korg. I knew those names. How strange. I would have expected these broken old factories to be full of textile firms and gas and electrical factors. But not my own trade. My thoughts sort of stopped and looked around. Even on the sunniest slopes of the music business there were always footsteps behind you and faces in the shadows. The music business was plagued by petty crime that had to be tolerated, and bullied by organised crime that had to be paid off. A girl I knew had told Jenni her parents had to pay so that she wasn’t raped. Nothing would calm Jenni until we had discussed it with my mother. Mum was silent for a moment and then without concern, almost smugly, she’d said, that’s what happens if you leave yourself open to blackmail. But I was being idiotic, bloody David Hogg and his pathologies had spooked me. Tony would know of this warehouse, he’d know the parking here was good. And if it was dodgy it would be a complete coincidence. What the hell, I’d been beaten up by anarchists and I was only in hospital three days. It was Bully’s fault, he’d spooked me.

“London? Yeah. Sick of hearing about her? I am. Her life’s just a whirl; she introduced me to Andrew Lloyd Webber. My little sister! Once it was my parents saying, Steven, say hello to John Tavener, you spotty moron, now it’s my little sister. Jenni, that’s my girlfriend, to introduce her to you twice, she laps it up. Still interested? Me and Jenni, we went to Ellie’s twenty first, she’s on fabulous money so, boy, did they shift some coke.”

“Oh, no, Steven, does Chrissie know?”

“Erm, I dunno.” Why had I started this? Was I some sort of blabbermouth? “I don’t want to snitch on Elle, she’s such a sociable idiot. She’s one of the four people I know best in the world.”

“Do you do drugs, Steven?” she said fiercely.

Here it comes, I thought, the full Vodka Lil housewife routine. “Me? What with running the band I might as well have been in Saudi. Me? Drugs?” Though I had been tempted, I felt at a distinct disadvantage to other musicians.

“Don’t Steven, I tried everything, pot, speed, acid, I smoked smack too. Don’t take acid, Steven, I can look at your face and know you couldn’t take it. Your mother and father saw a lad on acid die right in front of them. A lorry ran over him, he looked up at them but his bowels had been torn out and he died. Your Mum put her sleeping bag over him. He’d been skipping and dancing in the traffic.”

What? My bloody parents, they had a duty to tell children these cautionary tales. I hesitated, confused, almost bewildered. “Well, you grew out of it, did it do you any lasting damage?” and I knew I’d said completely the wrong thing.

“Steven, I was in prison five years, I had no choice but to grow out of it. And when I came out I got a job as a cleaner and worked as an escort and for those five years I was offered coke night and day but I never did.” She was looking at me closely. “I’m not ashamed of being an escort, I enjoyed it, it was a laugh, it was good money and when I came out of prison I could bite and scratch with the best of them. When I had my little girl I only came off the game for three months, married men like pregnant girls. But in the end, something changed. I left prison with two A levels and a hairdressing certificate. I was doing an Open University degree but in five years I didn’t do a quarter. You see, they’d say grass on so and so, tell us or we’ll take the books off you, education’s a privilege. Never show you care about anything in prison Steven, never show you care.”

“No.” I really didn’t want to hear about any of this. But I had to ask her, five years was an eternity, she could have murdered someone, a child. “What had you done?”

“Nothing! Nothing! I got home to the flat, I had a good job you know, CO with the Min of Ag, I had five O levels, that was unusual for a girl then, especially for a girl from Old Crosby. I got to the flat, my boyfriend had disappeared and the police were there and they said they’d found six bags of grass, sacks, not little bags, 3cwt of grass. And that was that, you never heard the fucking shit they came out with. I admitted I was a drug user, and that was it. Their argument was: I was the only sensible one in the flat with a job, with savings, and a good work record, I was capable of doing it, therefore I did it. It’s true, absolutely true and the jury was so frightened of drugs they believed it. And the judge, God, did he look a bully.” Her fist was clenched, she seemed to shake her bangles. “Steven, 1970 was twenty years ago, the world hadn’t come to terms with people taking drugs or ordinary girls having sex with who they liked. But I swear I never knew a thing about it. Any road, there’s no need to ask, it was in all the papers.” She was staring, not seeing anything, her thoughts had frozen.

Any road. That was one of Grandad Ward’s expressions. What a strange, loud woman. She had a soft, anonymous, Northern accent, not as imposing as Tony’s.

And I paused. I was being taken for a mug. She became an escort? Did she indeed? A few minutes ago she had been sat next to a woman who had written six hundred page best sellers. I could imagine Chrissie ensconced at her desk, chewing the end of her Parker and thinking, what’s really going to grab the immature male mind more than tales of girls in prison, could it be, girls on the game? Was Pauline an actress friend of Chrissie’s? Had Chrissie written her part out for her? The scheming bloody minxes! And yet for some reason I could believe the prison bit. But she was an escort? Was Chrissie over egging the cake? And what cake? I desperately wanted to change the subject. “I suppose you shouldn’t say, don’t tell me if you don’t want to, but how did you meet Chrissie?”

She was considering this carefully, then she gave me a nice smile that metamorphosed into a tiny laugh. “We were groupies. Yes, we were! Ha! I was a very superior groupie. Chrissie was hopeless.” She gave a little giggle, no, it was a mature giggle, a chuckle.

I’d never properly considered where Ellie had come from; a buzzard might have brought her. “Of course, is that how my father got her pregnant?”

“Well.” She was again considering whether to tell me. She got a packet of cigs out of her tiny bag and tore the cellophane off and extracted a fag. “I’m not going to smoke it, Steven, I’m only going to hold it.” She’d made her decision. “Yes, on my little green mac in a patch of dunes near the Winter Gardens. My little green mac! You see, we still looked like office girls then, not hippies. Well, I was an office girl. Poor Chrissie, she’d only spoken a few words to him against the railings and she cried her eyes out. She was such a serious girl, she was totally obsessed by him. But please never tell anyone for Chrissie’s and Ellie’s sakes.” And then she was distracting me. “Geezer Butler was the bass player in Sabbath. Do you like Sabbath, Steven?”

“I have a violent opinion on them.” Strewth, the mists of time were being well blown to the winds.

She was laughing again, holding the fag exactly as if she were smoking it. “Steven, music was my escape in prison, listening to my little radio.”

“So who’s your favourite bass player?” I wanted to know if she knew everything about our family, or if she was Chrissie’s hired hand. I couldn’t directly contradict her. She seemed the sort of woman who’d shout at you. But she wouldn’t lie. I thought she was loud and opinionated but I decided she was a good person. I wouldn’t raise an eyebrow about anything she said. Not because she wouldn’t lie to me, but because I knew she hated doing it. My mother and Chrissie would lie all day long but not this Pauline, she was too blunt.

“You’re going to laugh at me Steven, but I think Paul McCartney was really brilliant.”

Tony would have introduced her to Sabbath. Tony knew every dog in the business. This Pauline would know my collar size. She must think I was an obnoxious know-it-all. Maybe Bully was right, perhaps I was. Our student newspaper used sixteen syllable German words to describe me. This youth from NME caught me ghosting Hendrix ghosting Artie Shaw through a four hundred watt stack. In a tiny paragraph he described me as prehistoric, pretentious and privileged.

There was a commotion at the top of the street behind us. An artic was reversing down, it was the real deal, 38 tonnes, a three axle box trailer, its cab was at almost a right angle and then it straightened up, it was coming down the narrow street no matter what, a cyclist crushing monster. It would be carrying a single bolt of cloth for the place at the top. I dropped the Gazelle down to the bottom and parked with the little dog’s turds hidden somewhere beneath us.

“I’ll go and help him,” I said to Cathy because I needed to get my thoughts together and to stand to shift the pain in my ribs to a different position.

A youth clambered down from the cab, he hadn’t needed my help. He had a frecklely face beneath one of those knitted hats like a massive, collapsing Christmas pudding. It was Clive: perhaps that was his surname, he may have been a student but he was definitely a roadie. We’d always bumped into him on our travels, if I’d popped into the Gents in the Vatican he’d be stood next to me, if I’d sneaked into their Ladies he’d be in there too.

“Steven! Put it there, put it there. Congratulations!” and he grasped my hand as warmly as if I’d donated my penis to him.

“Now, Clive.” I said, not understanding.

“Guess who I was yapping to last week? Martin! Martin Taylor! Hey, and guess what he said, is this true, you never shagged Glowie, never?”

“Huh?” I managed.

“Yeah, you never gave her one?”

“No, I don’t think I did.” Jesus, what a bizarre idiot. The things people brooded over in lorry cabs. Thank God we weren’t in the Vatican.

“Why not, it was your band, it was your music.”

My music, Glowie’s lyrics. Martin’s lyrics. Perhaps I should have slept with her that first night in Freshers’s Week but as always I was stubborn because, well, forceful girls making advances to me put me right off. Anyway, I didn’t buy into this stupid concept that unless you gave someone a quick squirt of sperm there could be no intimacy in an acquaintance. Well, for God’s sake! “Erm, how could I? I’d just had a wank. Isn’t it always so? Well, it is for me.”

“Everybody was sure you was, on the side, them looks she used to give you.”

Had he never twigged Glowie was an Oscar winner? Had he never clocked her posing at a party, centre of attention with a fag between her fingers that she never drew on and a glass of vino she barely sipped and how it was always her mate who got drunk and some stud carried off?

“You must be fucking frigid, I’d give ten years of my life to knob her.”

What was it with Clive? I’d be nineteen, Glowie was eighteen, we’d both been in the business for years: why couldn’t we have a professional relationship? For God’s sake why not, I just didn’t get it.

“Martin sez you sacked him ’cos he let you get beat up. Was that why you broke the band up?”

“Nah, that was because they owned every Cure album on the planet. No, yeah, the end came because we were jumped by anarchists and the rest of them legged it and I ended up in hospital. It was at Archie Aylsbrook’s place.” 

“Aylsbrook’s? Shit hole. I hate the place. Hate that twat too. I liked your band. I knew within five seconds you were the mother lode, a real, real band. I bought all the CDs, didn’t nick them off Hamster, bought them. Hey, I bet Glowie’s got a sweater over her tits this weather.”

“A pullover,” I said, tapping my nose wisely, “a pullover.”

Slowly he grinned. “You’re a dirty mouthed cow, you are.”

It was cold by the trailer side. Pauline was lent against the boot of the Gazelle, watching us and smoking a fag.

“Hey, that’s Tony Dalby’s missus, Cathy. Oi, morning, Cathy! Get that kettle on! Lovely lady, genuine, 24 carat. No side about her, know what I mean?” He strode to the door of the instrument emporium and pulled at one of the padlocks. “What? Would you Adam it, where’s that bag of bob Desmond gone? I’ve a Yamadoodle to drop off. I’ve got to be in Newcastle by two fifteen tops.”

I could have cried out with pain but I couldn’t refuse to help him get the gear off the waggon. He left it against Desmond’s door. A couple of grand’s worth. Pure rock’n’roll.

“Hey, Steven, you know Cathy then?”

“Not until two hours ago.” I decided I needed to spread a bit of bait to do some fishing. “This morning my father said to bring his mistress to Brum because she was in some embarrassing bother with a politician. Lo and behold we met Tony and Cathy and then Tony went off with me Dad’s mistress and we’re to wait for them here.”

It meant nothing to him. He was climbing into the cab. “Strewth, your Dad’s got a mistress? That’s posh.”

I had to ask him. “What’s Martin doing?”

“Or, sez he hates you. Says he’ll never get over it for the rest of his life.”

I felt sick inside. Martin was a six foot dick but he was the one I’d clicked with the most. I tried to be so sensible in life but I got everything so wrong. We’d got into the top three of the indie charts. Singles and album. Surely I couldn’t owe Friends Acting Strangely anything more.

I reversed back to our original spot. We waited and waited. Desmond returned in another Luton with two Rastas and they shifted the gear Clive had dumped inside. He didn’t shriek and clutch his head over its abandonment, they simply shifted the stuff. Transits and those five cylinder Transporters came and went. A tremendous smell of bacon came and went too. Pauline and Tony were an item. Her daughter was called Zoë. I didn’t want to hear about her life as an escort. It wasn’t a subject I wanted to discuss. I was surprised she told me. But if Chrissie had written out her part, Chrissie might have guessed at my reluctance. Chrissie, like my father, was too clever for me. And she told me bits about prison. Which I didn’t want to hear either. So I asked her about her jewellery. And she got enthusiastic. What sort of clothes did I like women to wear, she asked. And I pretended to look around in case someone was listening and then confessed. Feminine ones. But I was enjoying her company, I can listen to old people all day long. The past is so completely a different world, it’s like listening to someone who’s visited Neptune. I decided she looked to be forty five but if she and my father were both teenagers when they met- Who knew? Her teeth were pretty rubbish. Perhaps it was chomping through all that lumpy porridge and roll-ups in the nick.
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