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One


VICIOUSLY HE THRUST his manuscripts and clothes into his case and before his wife, Linda, knew what he was doing he was making his way down to the station. He knew now that the house was evil and that he must get away from it, lest it should destroy him. She had already torn in half the telephone book which lay on his desk in the study and had also shuffled with demonic hatred for him the pages of his new novel over which he had been stalled for a considerable time. No, there was nothing for him here: if he stayed he would lose his sanity. He felt that there was witchcraft in the house, that a spell had been cast on him, that the world was falling apart and that the centre wouldn’t hold. He slammed the door shut behind him. Linda was hanging up clothes on the clothes line: they looked like a gallery of paintings.


He walked from the house and crossed the railway line with its rusty tracks, alongside which red weeds were brilliantly flowering, and in the grass to his right he saw rabbits playing in the fields. He looked around him as if he were seeing the place for the last time and must memorize it. The house, his and Linda’s, shone white against the red and the green: the brown tiles of its roof slanted over the ghostly walls. Now more than ever it seemed to him to be a witch house. As he walked he felt hot and sweaty: when he got on to the train he would have to remove his jacket. More and more now he broke out into these sweats: not so long ago in a bookshop in Glasgow he had felt the perspiration pouring from him so that he had to leave and remove his jacket and find a toilet where he could plunge his head into a basin of cold water. He put his left hand into his pocket and took out three of the red pills, which he thrust into his mouth. He devoured pills like sweets these days.


He crossed the railway-line and made his way to the bench which was on the opposite side of the tracks, the platform from which the Glasgow train would leave. He sat down on it. He knew that he had two hours to wait but he didn’t care: he would rather wait here than in the house. He stared across at the newspaper kiosk and saw Maggie standing behind the counter. As he watched he saw Rhona Macintyre, dressed in slacks and a cream blouse, walking along to the kiosk. She stopped there and she and Maggie began to talk to each other. It seemed that they were talking about him, so clear and supernaturally alert his hearing had become. Now and again Rhona would turn round and look over directly to where he was sitting. The two of them would obviously be wondering why he should be waiting on a platform for a train that wouldn’t arrive for two hours. But in fact he didn’t care whether they talked about him or not. He had his manuscripts and his clothes and that was all he needed. When he arrived in Glasgow he would find lodgings, perhaps in a house or in a hotel. A hotel might be better for then he could go straight to his bed and sleep: he wanted to sleep for days, weeks, forever.


And then as he thought about that he remembered that he hadn’t taken his typewriter with him. He should really have remembered to do that: he might now have to buy one and that was extravagant when he had one already. How had he not realized that he didn’t have his typewriter: how had he not missed it? Of course he had been in such a hurry cramming his case with manuscripts and clothes that he couldn’t think of everything. And the decision had been a sudden one. One moment he was sitting at his desk staring out of the window, the telephone at his right hand, and the next he was frenziedly packing his case. It was almost as if a voice had spoken to him and told him, You must get out of this house at once, without a second’s delay. And that was precisely what he had done: and now on this warm day he was sitting on a bench waiting for a train to arrive.


Rhona was still there talking animatedly to Maggie. He knew that they were talking about him. For one thing he didn’t usually travel by train. He was always sitting at his desk writing, day after day, while people passing on the road could see him through the window. It was important to him that he should not appear idle to them, that he should be seen as either typing or reading. In a village like this people would think you lazy when they didn’t see you working. And in any case it was hard enough for them to understand someone who wrote for a living. He was a mysterious being to them. They themselves either had jobs in the neighbouring town or they worked on the land. But they didn’t have anyone else in the village who earned his living in such an obscure way. And he felt that if they once saw him idle they would assume that he was like that all the time, such was the obvious simplicity of their minds.


He relaxed in the sunshine and closed his eyes wearily, after drawing his case towards him and holding it between his legs. If he lost his manuscripts he would have lost everything. As he did so he noticed his wife in their red car pulling up at the station. He turned his eyes away and stared obstinately in the other direction. He heard the car door slam and then her footsteps crossing the rails towards him. Then she was standing beside him, dressed in her velvet jacket and skirt.


“Where are you going?” she asked.


He didn’t answer.




“Look,” she said. “You must come home. The train doesn’t leave for another two hours anyway. What’s wrong with you?”


Still he didn’t answer. He felt that if he answered he would be submitting to her. She was a cunning witch, she was making sure that the two women at the book-stall knew that she had tried her best, but that he was having none of it. No, he wouldn’t speak to her, that was certain. On no account. Suddenly he thrust his left hand ahead of him and looked at it. He wished to know whether his fingers were still trembling. They were, three of them, trembling like compass needles.


“All right then,” said Linda. “All right then. If that is the way you want it.” Then she walked away. Rhona and Maggie were turned from the two of them, pretending to be deep in a mysterious conversation of their own, but he knew that they were listening, that they were following everything with rapt attention. There was not a word that they would not be able to reproduce.


He had made so many mistakes since he had come to that village. For instance, he hadn’t understood how much gossip was necessary to the lives of the people nor had he spoken to the villagers as much as he should have done. A village was not like a town or a city. In the city random roads crossed continually, there were creative collisions on streets which one might not see again. But in the village the roads were fixed from time immemorial, there were few surprises. Ruts were bitten deep into time, there was a continual re-creation of the past in the present. And then again he had felt so self-conscious, so sure that people were watching him all the time, and he had made unusually many errors, especially at the post office.


He watched Linda climb into her car, and then she started it and was gone. For a moment he felt a pang of regret as if he would never see her again, but then the regret was replaced by anger. She should have known what would happen. Why had she torn his telephone book in two, why had she shuffled his papers? She was jealous of him, that was what it was. She was just an ordinary person, he on the other hand was an extraordinary person, and the ordinary must hate the extraordinary. He couldn’t live in the ordinary, its gaunt plumageless sky. He couldn’t understand how ordinary people lived. It seemed to him that their lives were so bare and dull, that they had no excitement, no hope, no future. Nothing but a vacuum filled only by conversation. And then Linda was always asking him to talk to her, it was as if she could not exist unless she was conversing. And most of the time he felt no inclination to talk. In fact he hated talking. He preferred books to people, that was quite clear to him. Why should he spend time chattering about trivial matters to trivial people when there was a book by Plato or Tolstoy to be read? Ordinary conversation was so untidy, it had not been turned into art, it had not been revised. And he was not interested in births, deaths and marriages, in babies, engagements, divorces.


Now he could see Ina coming. And he knew that she and Maggie were talking about him though Ina was careful not to turn round and look at him. There was still a considerable time before the train was due and the villagers were all wondering what he was doing sitting on the bench so early. The news would be round the whole village by now. Oh, certainly it would be, quite obviously.


He felt cooler now and glad of it. He hated it when he sweated just as he had done in his childhood when he had suffered from bronchitis. He stretched his legs out comfortably in front of him and closed his eyes. As he did so it seemed to him that he could hear Ina talking about him, that she was saying that he was an odd sort of person, not suited to the village. That was the unfair part: they didn’t know that Linda had torn his telephone book and shuffled up the pages of his novel, and of course he wouldn’t tell them. No, he might tell them now, though in the past he had been very taciturn, believing that it was a kind of treachery to talk about family affairs. But he would tell them now, he would tell them exactly what Linda was like, that she had torn his telephone book in half (what angry superhuman strength she must have had), that she had even shifted some of the vases in order to confuse him. She was undoubtedly trying to draw him into the morass of her own ordinariness, he was the pheasant with the coloured wings while she was the hen clucking about a great empty yard.


And there she was again at the station in her car, having returned. But this time she didn’t get out of it. She sat in it and looked forlornly across to him but he knew that this forlornness was a mask which she had assumed. He stared back at her in a hostile manner. He wanted to have nothing more to do with her. The fact was that she was frightened that he would reveal her tricks in his next book, how she had shifted the vases and the furniture, and shuffled the pages of his book. And by God he would reveal it. Already he had the plot in his mind. She would be the barbarian who hated the disciplines of art, who hid the vases out of chicanery. Oh, he would really fix her this time, no question of that.


And yet he had loved her too. He could think this with infinite regret as he stared back at the car with an unsmiling face. Together they used to go out for dinner every Saturday to a different hotel. Before that they had driven to their favourite glen where they sat watching the dark flow of the water, with flowers here and there on the bank and deer peering down from the hills with their frail questioning heads. Oh, he had loved her, and if they quarrelled he would have a sleepless night and in the morning buy a huge extravagant bouquet of flowers for her. It was she who had taught him to be jealous; before that he had lived in mornings clear of human passions. But then for a long while he wouldn’t let men talk to her. He suspected her of the most terrible things, of betraying him continually. She was the frightening Eve of his imagination, the snake in the garden.




And now she had made up her mind and was crossing the railway line again. But he didn’t want to go with her in the car. He knew that she would try to entice him back to the house if he entered the car. And above all he didn’t want that, he didn’t want to go back to that house ever. It had almost destroyed him. That was yet another of her tricks, she was full of cunning subterfuges, oh, there was never anyone like her for trickery.


“Where are you thinking of going?” she asked.


“Glasgow,” he answered.


“All right then,” she said. “I’ll take you in the car if that is what you want to do.”


“No,” he said with finality.


She stood and looked at him, and then she said, “You know if I leave you this time I won’t come back.”


“Yes,” he said with the same dead finality.


“I see.” And before he could say any more she was striding purposefully away. This time he felt sure that she would not return, and he didn’t care.


He heard the car door slamming and almost shouted to her but then gritted his teeth and didn’t do so. He stared down at his feet, then at the kiosk, then across to the chugging goods-train on the other line. Well, if that was what she wanted, that was it. He knew that it had to come, he had felt the autumnal scent of their parting some time ago, it had been like gunnery on the horizon. And yet how was it that she looked like a refugee, as she walked away from him through the dust of summer? She was nowhere to be seen and the silence descended again.


About twenty minutes before the train was due to leave, a man came and sat beside him on the bench. It was a big heavy man and he couldn’t remember having seen him about the village though that of course was no guarantee that he was a stranger. He looked like a man from the city, not from the village, he looked like … well, he looked like a Glasgow thug. And yet he was well dressed enough, he wore a tweedy suit and a white shirt and tie. But he didn’t have a case, that was what Ralph noticed particularly. If he was a visitor to the village why was he not carrying a case? And, furthermore, as he sat there with his big hands resting on his knees he made Ralph uneasy. He looked so calm, so easy, so able to take care of himself in any situation. Again, he had a broken nose or if not a broken nose what looked like a boxer’s nose. A big hefty man with a boxer’s nose, no case, wearing a black tie with a tweedy suit. There was an oddity, an eccentricity, about him, and yet he appeared fixed exactly in his flesh, in his mind, solid and heavy and relaxed.


He didn’t speak to Ralph at all. He simply sat like a statue with his big hands resting heavily on his knees. If he had been a villager he was bound to have spoken, to have said, “It’s a fine day”, to have handed over the worn coinage of the weather, but, no, he had no intention of speaking. And yet there was no uneasiness in his silence, though Ralph felt uneasy.


Once he turned his gaze full on Ralph and smiled. The smile bothered Ralph, it was almost a knowing smile, not a full open smile at all. It was as if he was saying to him, “I know you. I know you for what you are. I on the other hand am stronger than you. I could break you in two quite easily, and it wouldn’t bother me in the least.” It was as if he were on a mission which he was confident of accomplishing but which he had not yet begun. Ralph shook his head like a dog emerging from water and stared fixedly at the signal, which was down. The train wouldn’t be long now.


And then as he was gazing at the signal he heard a car arriving at the station again. He looked and it was Linda. She got out of the car and ran lightly across the line carrying a case, and then she was standing beside him.


“If you don’t want to come in the car I’ll go with you on the train,” she said.


The man on the bench made no sign that he had heard and yet Ralph could have sworn that he had glanced at his wife in a meaningful way, and that she had answered his glance. There is more to this than meets the eye, he thought, why has she decided to come with me? Maybe she has telephoned someone, I wouldn’t put it past her, her cunning is past belief. He had the definite feeling that the two of them, this man and Linda, knew each other. And he didn’t care whether she came to Glasgow with him or not. If that was what she wanted to do let her do it. How calm and peaceful this station was with its flowers glowing in the sunlight and the blue paint shining in the light. It was as if he was leaving a heaven that he would never see again.


He didn’t answer his wife. If she wanted to come that was up to her. At least she intended staying with him, perhaps in the same hotel or the same boarding house, for she had hastily packed a case. He was determined not to speak to anyone: actually it was an effort for him to talk. It was as if he had to heave language from the bottom of a languid mysterious sea entangled with seaweed. He was too tired to use words. Words were what deceived people, not united them. She had deceived him: even now she was deceiving him, he couldn’t trust her. And all the time the big man with the boxer’s nose sat in silence and stared down at the gravel, his hands resting on his knees. Linda too remained silent. Perhaps she was astonished that he had not made a scene. Indeed, this was what this was, a scene, he felt, a piece of theatre. And he was sweating again. He hated when he sweated, he felt so unclean. And, again, to sweat was a weakness, it showed his vulnerability.


He wouldn’t speak to her all the way down to Glasgow, he would show himself was the strong silent man. What was happening to him had gone beyond language, he no longer had anything to say to Linda. Women were a source of evil in the world, they were less straightforward, more complicated than men. Compared with women men were little boys playing in the illusive sun. He had had enough of that, more than enough. From now on he would be on his own, dependent on no one, there would be no trickery in his life, he would start afresh, he would have a new gaunt trembling origin.


When the train came and slowed down at the platform he carried his case into a compartment near the engine. He heaved it up to the rack and sat down in a corner seat. The big hefty man followed him into the same compartment and sat opposite him, and he was followed by Linda. There was also another man in the compartment, a thin man with a scar on his brow. The thin man smiled at the hefty man and then at Linda and suddenly took the case from her and placed it on the rack beside his own.


Ralph felt trapped, especially when the hefty man shut the door of the compartment. He could see quite clearly that there was some understanding between Linda and the other two men who, he was certain, also knew each other. They all sat in silence, the hefty man staring across at Ralph and smiling now and again. The thin man had started talking to Linda and was telling her about going to visit his sick wife in Glasgow where apparently she was in hospital. Also they had had a baby quite recently. But Ralph knew that all this was a pose. The thin man didn’t have a baby or a wife in hospital, he was quite sure of that. The thin man with the scar on his brow—relic probably of a knife fight—was in fact a thug like the hefty man.


He saw the thin man looking at him oddly and then heard Linda whispering to him rapidly. What was she telling him? That he was mad? That he had tried to kill her? Or was she giving him instructions? The thin man listened intently, his head bent down towards Linda; his attention was almost painful to watch. Ralph made as if to open the door to the corridor but the hefty man smiled and shook his head. So that was it then. There definitely was a plot against him.


And then Ralph noticed a detail that he hadn’t seen before. The window to the corridor was covered with a black blind which had been drawn downwards, so that it looked like a black shroud. The four of them were in fact locked in this compartment and no one walking along the corridor could see in, no matter what happened.


There was a deep odd silence in the compartment. The hefty man was sitting quietly and relaxedly with his hands folded in his lap, quite at ease, quite assured and confident. The thin man was staring straight ahead of him. It was as if they were all waiting for something to happen, Ralph was quite convinced of this. He had never seen a black curtain on the window of a train before now except at night. And then again it seemed to him that there was a connection between the curtain, and the black tie that the hefty man was wearing. It snaked down his shirt. Was he wearing it in honour of Ralph’s death? Why should anyone wear a black tie with a tweedy suit and, furthermore, if he had been at a funeral and was returning to Glasgow after it, one would have expected him to have a case.


No, what had happened was quite clear to him. Linda had employed these two thugs in order to get rid of him. She had had plenty of time to phone, at least for the thin man, and presumably she had already given him his instructions. First, she had tried to drive him mad and failing to do that she was now trying to get rid of him. How had he not seen that so clearly before? It was because murder for him belonged to another world, not to his own world, perhaps to a city like Glasgow. And yet the newspapers were full of women who hired thugs to kill their husbands. It was true that they had often quarrelled in the past — Linda in fact despised him — but it had never occurred to him before that she would want to kill him. He looked sideways at her and studied her profile. Of course she was very strong-minded, for instance she had refused to have children, and nothing he could have said would have persuaded her otherwise. Not that he himself cared all that much for children as such, but it would have been a new experience. What was a writer without children? He was missing the common world with all its troubles and its complications. Oh, he had learned a lot from watching other people’s children, but that wasn’t the same, of course not.


It was quite clear to him that she was tired of him, she had perhaps been attracted at first by the unusual nature of his work but had then discovered that he was essentially a boring ordinary person after all. He could never understand why she had married him: but now she was intent on cancelling that error much as she would cancel an error in her typing, like the secretary which she had once been. How had he never understood before how implacably cold her mind was?


He stared at the black curtain on the window and thought to himself, The two of them will knock me out, perhaps strangle me, and then they will leave the train, or shift compartments. No one will see them because of the black curtain. Or they might even open the door and throw me out of the train. Already he felt his body rolling down a slope as it arched out of the train, and could see Linda watching it as if it were the end of a shoddy rainbow. Though she and the scarred man were chatting about the latter’s wife and baby, he was quite sure that all that was a pose. It was a subtle con: she was only pretending to be interested in the baby, if baby there was, which he doubted. Why, if she were so interested in babies, did she not have one of her own?


He listened to the noise made by the train. It wasn’t the usual rhythm. In fact it seemed to hum to itself the tune ‘When You and I Were Young, Maggie’, which was one of his favourite songs. He didn’t understand why this should be since he wasn’t a sentimental person and usually despised such songs and tunes.




‘In days of long long ago… .’







the train beat out in repetitive rhythm.


The words brought back to him the times he and Linda, in the innocence of their courtship, had had dinner in many different hotels at weekends, and then late at night had watched Cannon on television, when they would together drink wine, or he whisky and she gin. The tune bothered him, he couldn’t get it out of his head. The noise of the train was becoming louder and louder. He put his hands on his head and squeezed it, like a large soft fruit, between his hands, while the hefty man smiled at him and Linda and the thin man talked endlessly, chattering like water. The black tie of the hefty man reminded him of the black water of the river beside which they had often had a picnic, and that in turn reminded him of a phone, black and changing like liquid. The water itself was like an unintelligible conversation on a phone.


He mustn’t stay where he was, that was certain. He must get out, or he would go mad. It seemed to him that one or other of the men had a small cassette in his pocket and was playing the tune that so much obsessed him. But how had they known that he liked it so much? It must have been Linda who had told them.


Suddenly, before he could think, he had slid open the door and in one rapid movement was out in the corridor and walking hastily along it. He thought of locking himself in the lavatory but didn’t do so. No, they might have some method of getting into the lavatory with skeleton keys perhaps. Perhaps he would be better showing himself to other people so that they would remember him. As he stood in the corridor he heard the door of the compartment opening and turned to see that it was Linda. He stared at her in a hostile manner without speaking and walked further down the train. He took out a cigarette and lit it and looked out at the landscape in which cows grazed peacefully, while rivers tumbled headlong from the hills. He carefully shut the window of the door and kept well away from it, all the time looking about him in case the hefty man had crept up behind him without his noticing.


Where was Linda? Had she gone back to her compartment? Was she at this very moment gnashing her teeth with rage because she hadn’t succeeded in her purpose, because he had seen through her plot? And then he saw her. She was standing beside one of the doors of the train. It might all be a trick. She might be enticing him towards the door so that the two men could come up behind him and throw him out. He gestured to her to come towards him, but she didn’t move, and didn’t seem to have noticed him. How cunning she was! She was obviously trying to show the other passengers that all this was his fault, that he was mad, that he was torturing her. But she wouldn’t get away with that, he would be as cunning as she was. He put his hand hypocritically on her shoulder, smiling at her at the same time, but she drew away from him, staring at him as if she had never seen him before. He had better be careful or she might pretend that he had attacked her. Her trickery was inventive and infinite.


“What are you trying to do?” she whispered to him fiercely.


“What are you trying to do to me?” he whispered back to her. “Who are these two men?”


“What two men?”


“The two men in the compartment. Don’t tell me that you don’t know them.”


“I have never seen them before in my life.”


“You can tell that to a child. I am not a child. What do you think I am? Stupid?”


“I never thought you were stupid.”


“What else do you think I am? What were you doing before you came to the train? Phoning?”


“I wasn’t phoning. Strangely enough, I was packing. That was what I was doing.”


“And before that?”


“I phoned your doctor. But he was away.”


“And?”


“Nothing else.”


He gazed at her with hatred. She had an answer for everything. God damn you, he muttered under his breath. How did I not notice before that you loathed me?


“You think being a writer is the most important thing on earth,” she used to say to him. “What about doctors, nurses? Many of them never have their names quoted in magazines. All you want is letters. If you don’t get letters you feel that the world has forgotten about you. Who do you think you are? You tell me that.”


“No one in particular.”


“That’s not true. You think you are more important than Christ himself. You think you are better than Christ. Who do you think you really are?”


At that moment he saw the hefty man walking down the corridor towards him and he ducked into the nearest compartment. There was a man and a woman sitting there, the man reading a newspaper and the woman a book. They seemed respectable, remote, middle-class.


“My name is Ralph Simmons,” he said. “What is your name?” The man stared at him in astonishment through his glasses. But Ralph wanted both of them to remember his name in case something happened to him. If the following day there was a little piece in the paper, that he had thrown himself out of the train, he wanted them to know that he had been perfectly sane, not at all suicidal.




“I’m going to Glasgow,” he said. “I’m a writer. It’s a glorious day, isn’t it? Don’t you feel that the summer has come at last?” He wished to impress on them that he was perfectly happy, perfectly normal, so that when the inspector of police examined them they would be able to say, “He seemed perfectly well-adjusted to us. He talked about the weather and did not seem worried in any way.”


He took his bank book out of his pocket. “That is my name, there,” he said to the man who was still staring at him in amazement. “I hope you’ll remember me.” Linda came in from the corridor and sat down opposite him. He pretended that he didn’t know her. What had she come into this compartment for? Was she in fact trying to undermine his new tactic of convincing these two that he wasn’t suicidal? He wouldn’t put it past her.


He felt restless again and left the compartment. These two would remember him clearly enough if they read any story in the newspaper about him. He had fixed himself in their minds. Standing in the corridor he was aware of Linda behind him but he did not turn and look at her. He was trembling with rage. Why was she following him about? He opened the door of a long open compartment and stood there looking in, watching and being watched. As long as he stood there in full view, nothing would happen to him. He would stand there till the train had entered Glasgow.


And then a thought struck him. What was going to happen about his case? His case was still in the compartment where the two men were. It was on the rack opposite the hefty man. And it contained his manuscripts. Of course he couldn’t leave the case there, he must not lose his manuscripts. He thought steadily with corrugated brow. Why, he must look like an ape or a monkey in a zoo, almost a man but not quite.


Maybe, then, he considered, I should leave the case on the rack till the two men have left the train when it arrives at its destination. But as soon as he had thought of this solution, he as soon dismissed it from his mind. For example, if he waited behind, the two men might wait behind as well, and they would attack him on a train shorn of all living beings except the three of them. No, that was no solution. After all people in Glasgow didn’t pay any attention to you: you could be murdered on the road in broad daylight and the pedestrians would pass you by. He imagined himself being chased up and down the empty train till the two men had cornered him and taken his manuscripts, and killed him. Linda would want the manuscripts destroyed, that would be her revenge.


No, he mustn’t do that. What then was the alternative? Well, could he not leave at an intervening station with his case, and then perhaps take a bus or another train to Glasgow? All he would have to do would be to wait till the last minute at the door, and then jump down to the platform as the train was pulling out of a station. How surprised they would be. Of course they might jump off the train at the next station and come back to look for him but by that time he would have thought of another trick. On the other hand, such a ruse would mean that he would have to go and get his case, and he didn’t want to return to that compartment, not as long as these men were in it.


He committed his whole mind to the problem, thinking out all the possible angles. Linda always said that he was like a Hamlet —she had acted in the play at school — and that he never made up his mind about anything: she accused him of leaving all the major decisions to her. And that was true too but it was true only because he had a more complicated mind: her own mind on the contrary was always very simple and direct. He was amazed at the directness of it, how solutions were immediately presented to it. He himself had no common sense at all, he only had uncommon sense, or so he explained it to himself. He was not at all a practical person, and now he was being asked to be practical, to save his life by being so.


He knew that his life was at risk, he was quite clear about that. And it astonished him that she should hate him so much as to hire people to kill him. He had never thought that anyone would murder him, he was invulnerable: no one disliked him as much as that. On the other hand he knew that most people liked Linda more than they liked him. Even some of his friends grew to like her more than they liked him. He stared at his face in the window. It was thin and worried and the brows were corrugated as he had thought they might be. He leaned forward and studied his reflection more closely: why, it was like the face of an insane man, with the lips tighter and thinner than usual. He pulled away from the window as the reflections of the cows in the fields leaped into focus. At least, lying in the sun and chewing grass, they didn’t have his problems.


He set off in search of Linda. She was standing by a door staring thoughtfully out at the landscape.


“Listen,” he said urgently, “there’s something that I want you to do for me and it will prove whether I can trust you or not.” Of course, he said to himself, he didn’t trust her whatever he said to her but at the same time he must be as cunning as she was, wear a mask. People wore masks all the time, no one could ever understand another person, no one could ever communicate with another person, that was an axiom inevitable and pure. “Listen,” he said, “what I want you to do is this. When the train stops at the station I want you to go to the compartment where my case is and ask a porter to take the case from the rack and put it on his barrow, then wheel it to the gate where I will be waiting. I’m going to get off the train immediately it stops at Queen St in Glasgow. I shall wait for you at the gate where the ticket collectors are.” That will confuse them, he thought. They are expecting me to go back for the case in person, and they will be waiting for me. But I won’t go back for my case. Furthermore by this plan I am putting Linda in a quandary. Of course she is in alliance with these men but the beauty of her scheme is that she doesn’t want me to know that she has betrayed me. She will pretend to the very end that she loves me; to do otherwise would be a failure of her scheme. Wouldn’t it be splendid for her if he went to his grave without her having confirmed his suspicions of her treachery in any way? Wouldn’t that be her final triumph?


So he watched her and the ripple of surprise that played like water about her face. Of course she was discomfited: he had checkmated her. In any case he played chess and she didn’t. He wondered what she would say: it was as if her very brain was naked to his gaze and he could actually see its workings as clearly as the pistons which drove the train through the hills.


“I don’t mind,” she said at last. “But isn’t that rather odd?”


“Not at all,” he said. “I don’t trust these two men. I’ll go out first and then you get a porter to take the case to the gate. It’s simple enough. And then I can trust you.”


“All right,” she said. “If that’s what you want.”


“That’s what I want,” he said.


She turned away from him to look out the window and he gazed with satisfaction at her back. Bitch, he had checkmated her that time. She couldn’t get out of the trap he had set for her. On the other hand, when she went back to get the case, might she not tell the two men what had happened? It might be better if he stayed where he was so that he would see if she went back before they were about to arrive at the station. He had to think of everything, it was all very exhausting.


He imagined her mind squirming at this moment among the stones of her reality. She was trying to find a way out of her predicament such that he wouldn’t be suspicious. But he couldn’t become unsuspicious now, there was no way in which that could happen. Once the shadow fell across the peaceful unambiguous landscape you couldn’t return it to its cage again. Innocence was a condition that one couldn’t recapture once it had been lost.


He thought this out for a long time and knew that it was true. Never again would he be able to trust her. This was the elegy of their marriage. Before, he had trusted her, but everything had now changed. A terrible treachery had been born. He stared at her dumb back and could hardly believe that he and she had changed so much. But it had happened, and perhaps on a lesser scale it happened to everyone after a while. Marriage was to a certain extent an economic contract, wasn’t it? Didn’t the sociologists say that?


He moved back from the window to stand beside the open door of the compartment in which were sitting the man and woman whom he had talked to earlier. And at that moment he saw the hefty man walking towards him along the corridor, rolling from side to side because of the speed of the train. No, he couldn’t do anything to him here, that was certain. Not in this corridor with the sunlight shining on it. So absorbed was he in his thoughts that he didn’t at first realize that the hefty man had spoken to him. What had he asked him? Was there a buffet on this train? Of course there was no buffet on the train, there never had been a buffet on this train. Moreover the hefty man knew that there hadn’t been. He had merely taken this excuse for speaking to him, while all the time smiling at him in a crooked knowing manner, as if he were implying, I know who you are, I know all your tricks, I know that you know who and what I am. Isn’t this a tremendous game? But he himself didn’t smile, no, he watched the hefty man returning down the corridor after he had discovered what he knew already. Damn him, damn him: why was he laughing at him so openly? He was the bully of his dreams, the one he had seen in his nightmares when he was still at school. That bully too had smiled in the same superior manner, that bully too had looked confident and self-sufficient and strong: that bully too had been his master. And also just before the hefty man had turned away, he had looked at Linda, smiled and shaken his head. And she had shaken her head as well as if she and he were in a conspiracy together as of course they were.


At that very moment she was making as if to return to the compartment where his case was, but he thrust himself in her way.


“No,” he said, “not yet.” She stared at him despairingly and then asked faintly “Why not?”


“No reason,” he said.


So, he turned back to the window again but not before a tall youth had looked at the two of them, about to say something but then deciding against it. Of course the youth thought he was bullying his wife: if only he knew!


Once he had written a story about Horatio left on his own after Hamlet’s death. And Horatio sat in his corner in the new court in Denmark where all the trains now ran on time, where all the parks were a uniform antiseptic green, where crystal and glass glittered everywhere, and Fortinbras set out in his hunting boots and red coat every morning in search of the elusive cindery fox, and Horatio couldn’t bring himself to speak, for the story was too complicated to tell. No one would believe him if he told what had happened and furthermore his audience was not the kind that he wanted. So he grew old and became a bore and then one day he left the castle, where there were now no secret curtains, and never came back. And Fortinbras too was glad of it for he was tired of Horatio’s silence.


So it was with himself and Linda. He couldn’t bring himself to tell people of her trick with the telephone book, for instance, and who would believe him? Certainly not that tall youth in the denim jacket, especially when he could look at her and see that her face was deceptively pale. But Ralph wouldn’t let her past him till the last minute. He couldn’t afford to allow her to tell the two men of his new plan. And so he stood there like a sentry, as if guarding her from harm, when all the time he was watching her closely.




The train bulleted on and he still stood there. And after a while he grew tired. To hell with it, he said to himself, let her go back. I’ll go and sit down but this time I’ll sit among a crowd of people in an open carriage. Surely I can’t be harmed in such a place. He opened the door of the carriage and sat down heavily, feeling the tiredness in his very bones. He squeezed past two youths and sat at the window even though there were other vacant places he might have taken and which were more accessible. He stared dully out at the landscape which was flying past, aware that the two youths were watching him. But he didn’t care. What he had to do was preserve his life, and mockery was a small price to pay.


‘When You and I Were Young, Maggie’, the train sang, and it was as if his head were a record spinning, a black disc revolving. The racing train was carrying him to Glasgow, city of green and blue, city of violent action: he didn’t even know where he was going to stay. The important thing was to get into a taxi and ask the driver to take him to a hotel somewhere so that he could sleep. He must sleep, he hadn’t slept for days, weeks. Linda complained that in the middle of the night he would waken her up and interrogate her. One morning he had wakened up and gone to type in his room, his head totally clear as if filled with moonlight. And then he had collapsed, exhausted on his bed.


He glanced at his watch. Shortly they would be pulling into Queen St station. Another fifteen minutes perhaps. He stared out the window and couldn’t see the names of the stations, the train was going so fast. It was as if the driver sensed like a salmon his destination and was heading for it at breakneck speed. Maybe he wanted to get home for his tea. What an extraordinary thing, Ralph considered, no what an ordinary thing, that the driver should be thinking of his tea and he himself of his own death. A nostalgia for the ordinary almost engulfed him: it was so intense that it brought tears to his eyes.


And then another thought occurred to him. He was angry with himself that it had not occurred to him before. Just before one arrived at Queen St station the train passed through a tunnel and the carriages became black as pitch, so that even the pallor of a face could not be distinguished in the darkness. This happened just after they had made the stop near the tenements, one of which had a coloured mural on its ancient gable. On the walls one could see the scrawled slogans of the illiterate, the pitiful Glasgow adolescent gangs, in letters red as blood as if written by Dracula. Imagine how he had passed them in earlier days and hadn’t taken them seriously. Why, they were only the pleas of the failed egos for attention, much as his own books were, according to Linda, they weren’t to be considered or studied in any depth. Poor illiterate schoolboys, poor sorrowful aggressive lost souls, writing on the blackboards of stone, open to the wind and the rain and the pervasive dirt and dust.


He waited, and sure enough the darkness descended: no, ‘descended’ was the wrong word. It thickened around him, palpable, dense. He moved his neck forward in his seat. He was thinking that perhaps the hefty man would lean forward in the darkness having first marked his position, and then proceed to strangle or garotte him in a leisurely manner. The darkness was not a diminution of light but a complete absence of it, and yet a presence of its own too. An absence of light! What would happen if there was no light? There would be no poetry, no prose, no art at all, unless perhaps a totally new kind of literature and painting would emerge. Its kings would be those who walked in darkness, who loved the clouds and the lightless places. Stony statues with rain dripping down their carved skirts. Think of those early artists who had crawled through caves to stab at walls with their phantom weapons, which were really the weapons of art, creating the defenceless imagined animals.


And then like a huge blossom the light leaped around him, and he was there in his seat, safe, untouched. There was no sign of either the scarred man or the hefty man. There was no sign of Linda either. The train was drawing into the station. Very quickly he pushed past the two youths, pushed the window down, and opened the door. Quickly he ran towards the exit. He handed his ticket over to a ticket collector who seemed to have soup stains on his jacket, and then, crouching behind the barrier, watched. So far he could see neither of the two men nor Linda. And then he did. They were standing at the end of the train talking to her and she was shaking her head. Ralph watched closely as he saw the porter putting the case on his trolley. The two men walked slowly towards the exit. Ralph crouched down so that they could not see him, and then they were making their way into the hubbub of Glasgow, but not before he had seen the hefty man smile as if he had seen him.


But, no, they didn’t wholly disappear. He could see them standing in the taxi queue. But that could wait. Linda was walking beside the porter who had the case on his trolley. He pushed it through the exit, she handed over her ticket, and then she was standing beside him. He seized the case and said to her, “We’d better wait for a while.”


“What for?”


“No reason. I just want to wait for a while. Would you like a coffee?”


“No, thanks.”


As a matter of fact he himself didn’t want coffee either. He didn’t like the buffet. There were too many tramps haunting it, violent unstable aggressive men with beards, and long coats falling to their ankles. Sometimes however a policeman would stroll through it, watching for trouble.


“All right then,” he said, “we can go on.” He carried the case, and Linda followed him obediently. He reached the Left Luggage and on an impulse said, “I think we’ll leave the case here.”


“Why?”




“I don’t know. I just want to.”


“If you like,” said Linda indifferently. “But hadn’t you better take your shaving gear out of it, and your pyjamas.”


He knelt down and transferred the articles she had mentioned to her small red case. Then he handed his own case over and received a ticket in exchange. He put it carefully in his wallet, making sure that Linda didn’t see the number on it. Why, she might tell the other two, if she knew the number.


When they had walked past the Gents and the Ladies he saw that the two men were no longer in the queue. On the other hand they might know certain taxi drivers who would watch out for himself and Linda. They might even have told Linda to watch out for one of them. He studied Linda closely to see if she was making a signal but she did nothing suspicious.


A taxi drew up and he and Linda got into it. Ralph leaned back as if he had been running a race: he was panting a little. The chatter of the driver’s microphone bothered him: he thought that the driver might be receiving secret instructions. But he was determined that he would remain cool and unflustered.


“Ask him the name of a good hotel,” he said to Linda.


He listened as if in a dream and heard the taxi driver mentioning some hotels on Sauchiehall St.


“Right,” he said, “I’ll choose the Stewart.”


“Fine,” said Linda, “do you know anything about it?”


“No, nothing, but it sounds as good as any.”


“That’s okay,” said Linda. “I don’t mind which you choose.”


Yet it seemed to him that he had been predestined to choose that particular hotel and that Linda had read his mind. But surely that could not be possible. As if by accident he touched her breast briefly, checking that she might not have a transmitter or some other method of sending a message. Maybe she had some means of keeping in touch with these two hoods, for he was sure that she had employed them. Glasgow was more than ever dangerous: in his imagination he saw it as a place of duels with knives and razors. He saw his own face striped with blood like a tiger’s. He was trembling. He spread out his fingers in front of him and they were shaking as if with fever. Perhaps he should get rid of Linda now. Perhaps it had been a mistake to bring her with him. Maybe he should leap out of the taxi while it was standing at a red light and lose himself in the maze of the city.


In profile she looked innocent and as if carved from marble. She was often bloodless of course and sometimes took a tonic. The number of tonics he had bought for her, how solicitous he had been, and this was how she repaid him. Damn, damn, damn. No one would believe this story if he wrote it down. It was a thrilling novelettish lightweight sort of thing, it was a jigsaw narrative like Glasgow itself. He felt anger rising in him again after the long silence of his dismembered pages. Even now he could hardly believe that she was doing what she was doing. Of course it was her cleverness that had made her follow him, for otherwise she might have lost sight of him. He might have disappeared in Glasgow and taken his books and money with him. No, she had been quick-witted enough to realize that she must not lose sight of him. First of all, she had tried to persuade him to go back to the house but when that tactic had failed she had pretended to weep, and followed him to Glasgow.


The taxi drew up in front of a large hotel with a tartan frontage and tartan carpet in the foyer. It looked quite expensive, and in the middle of the foyer were exhibition cases with Doulton figures. He stopped at the desk as if marooned in a desert.


“Mr and Mrs Walton,” he said before Linda could speak. That was clever of him, to think of changing his name. Linda was about to say something but only stared at him in a puzzled manner. “From Ayr,” he wrote. No car, nationality British. A young man led them to the lift, and seemed harmless enough. Then they were climbing inside what seemed to him a large steel safe, and had been let out. The room was Number 520. The boy opened the door for them, Ralph handed him a 50p piece, and then he was in the room and shutting the door behind him. When he had done this he lay down on the bed while Linda took off her coat and hung it in the wardrobe. His eyes vaguely wandered around the room, from the telephone which lay on a small table beside the bed, to the ceiling decorated as if with icing, and then to the floor with its tartan carpet. He saw Linda’s eyes noting the telephone, and said to himself, So that’s it. If I leave you alone in this room you will phone your friends and they will come to the anonymity of a Glasgow hotel and kill me. After all no one knew now where he was, and he had even given a false name. They would probably remove all means of identification from his clothing.


As he watched Linda he was amazed to see how calm and cool she seemed. How could she possibly be so when she had been so deceitful, when she was determined to get rid of him, had in fact hired people to do so. She wanted him not to be able to prove that she was a traitor. But he would know. If these two men came in the middle of the night he would surely know. There would be one moment when he would know and that would be a satisfaction to him. It was like a story by John Dickson Carr or Ellery Queen, the solution would be revealed at the end, the villain would be unmasked, and all would at last be plain and radiant. He would at last understand what he had suspected but could not prove.




“I’ll go to the bathroom,” said Linda in the same unnaturally calm voice and he listened to her moving about in it. Then very quickly he rose and tiptoed over to the bathroom and looked in. Linda was on her knees beside the toilet bowl.


“What are you doing?” he asked in a loud voice.


She rose quickly to her feet, looking flustered.


“I … I dropped an earring,” she said. “I was searching for it.”


“No, you weren’t,” he said. “You were putting a bug in here. I know that’s what you were doing.” And he himself went down on his knees and tried to find the bug but he couldn’t locate it though he knew it was there. He didn’t know much about bugs but had an idea that it could be disguised as perhaps the head of a nail: but there were so many of these that there was no point in even beginning to look. She might even have put the bug behind the large blank mirror that took up most of one side of the bathroom. He was more than ever convinced that she was deceiving him and that she recorded everything he said, to bring it up later as evidence of his unreasonableness and his manic tendencies. “He was always looking for bugs,” she would say, “isn’t that in itself evidence of his madness?” The clarity of his own mind was intense. It was as if he could see and hear right across counties, countries, even Europe. He had never before had such piercing clarity and ease of understanding. But he had to be quick and intelligent, for he was fighting for his life.


“Please,” he said to Linda. “Why don’t you stop it? You know that I loved you in the past. I never meant you any harm.”


“What are you talking about,” she said.


“What I said. Why do you hate me so much?”


“It’s you who hate me,” she said. “I don’t hate you. You should go to sleep. Why don’t you take a pill?”


“No,” he said, “I won’t.”


He was determined that he wouldn’t take a sleeping tablet for he was sure that in his stupor of sleep she would phone her two friends and let them in and then they would kill him. He tried to remember whether they had been given a choice of rooms and couldn’t. Had she for some reason of her own chosen this room?


He went over to the window. Far below he could see cars like toys and people like dolls walking along the pavements. There was a huge glass building opposite the hotel but he didn’t know what it was. He shuddered and shut the window.


“I still think you should sleep for a while,” said Linda, “and maybe later we can go down for dinner.”


“You sleep if you want,” he said, “but I’m staying awake.”


“All right then,” she said. “I’ll lie down for a while.” She removed her shoes and lay on the bed. It occurred to him that if she thought he was mad she should be more afraid of him. Damn you, he said, you threw a glass of whisky in my face once at a publisher’s party. And then he was analysing memories of past quarrels. Sometimes she would read the Bible to him, as if it was a sword she was placing between herself and him, a shield, naked and virginal. At times she had been frightened of him as if he were driving her crazy.


“No,” he would shout. “It was you who twisted my mind. You take everything I say so seriously and you are always looking for slights. I’ve never seen anyone as sensitive as you.”


“But that’s because of you and your friends,” she would say. “You are all so cold and calculating and egotistic. I never see slights that aren’t there.”


As he saw her lying on the bed, his own mind preternaturally active, he tried to work out where she had her bug. It might be in her handbag which was always cluttered with stuff: on the other hand she might have it somewhere on her body. Maybe that night as they lay in bed together the microphone would pick up his very breathing. He would have to be very careful what he said to her for she was infinitely cunning. And then tapes could be cut and spliced and their sense and content changed completely, and what was most incriminating preserved.


His head nodded on his chest and he thought that he would soon fall asleep, and yet he mustn’t do that. He rose and went to the bathroom and splashed cold water over his face, and then very quickly returned again. By this time Linda seemed to him to be lying nearer the telephone, as if she had wakened up, and then sensing him coming back had pretended to go to sleep again. He must watch her, he must not sleep.


Oh God, how closely we are tied together, he thought. We are inseparable. On the other hand, if she hadn’t insisted on coming with him he would now have been sleeping peacefully. Or he might be sitting up in bed reading a book, perfectly relaxed, perhaps even smoking a cigarette. But he couldn’t sleep as long as she was there. Her eyes were closed, her breast rose and fell gently, he could see the watch and bracelet on her hand which was thrown limply across the bed. How vulnerable she looked, how cunning.


Suddenly he remembered that she had brought with her the machine which she used for slimming. She usually tied a belt around her waist and the machine vibrated gently. He sought in her handbag and found it. That was it, the slimming machine was where the bug was, he was sure of that now. Why else had she taken it with her? He took it over to the window, she still asleep and breathing serenely, and violently tugged and tugged at it till he broke it. Then he threw the mangled fragments into the waste-paper basket and sat down in his chair again.




Maybe he should write a message on a piece of paper and throw it down to the street so that people would know what was happening to him. On the other hand there was so much litter in Glasgow that people might not notice it. He had liked Glasgow in the past — after all he had lived there fifty years ago — but now he was afraid of it. He felt it as an alien frightening presence. Sometimes he would see tramps on the street, in the buffet at the railway station, with their long greasy coats, and they disturbed him. Maybe he himself would become like them some day. The number of people in the city depressed him, there was no privacy. Clocks were always stopped. Men and women at newspaper stands clapped their hands in the cold like cockerels clapping their chilly wings. Youths with orange or green or red hair, spikily arranged like thorns, patrolled the streets.
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