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The only crime is being born, all the rest is self defence
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PART ONE



1.


The landlady drew back frayed floral curtains. ‘This was Mr Bleaney’s room.’


Barely space for two, Arthur Merryweather stayed in the doorway. He could see it all from there anyway: narrow bed, naked bulb dangling like a hangman’s noose, chair bereft of its desk. The fourth room he’d been shown that afternoon, and not much worse than the others. ‘How much?’


‘Two pounds a week. In advance.’ A shrewd look behind the landlady’s horn-rimmed glasses as she took in the cut of the gentleman’s jacket and tie, the trilby in hand, the educated voice, his Antler suitcase. ‘Three quid makes you all-in. Laundry, bed and breakfast, and any little extras. My gentlemen find all-in most convenient.’


Merryweather poked his head further into the room. Not even a hook behind the door, he’d only missed the ashtray – some kind of garish seaside souvenir saucer. ‘I’ll take it.’


‘There’s no dogs. Or lady visitors. Not that I’d need to tell a respectable-looking gentleman like you that, Mr Merryweather.’


‘Thank you, Miss Glendenning.’ She means I’m ugly, he thought, as the pound notes were plucked away and secreted into the blue housecoat before he’d barely got them out of his wallet.


‘Where did you say you worked again, Mr Merryweather? Just for my rates book.’


‘The university.’ The blank look told him she didn’t know the town had a university. Well he hadn’t either until a few weeks ago. Had barely even heard of this place beached on the mudflats at the end of the railway line like a brick seal with a woodbine in its gob.


‘Thought maybe you were in the insurance game.’


‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m not in the insurance game.’


‘You’ve got an air about you.’


‘I shall be working in the library. At the university. I’m a librarian.’ In the last word, his stammer, held back until now, partly revealed itself.


Adjusting a hair roller, the landlady scrutinised him as though trying to work out if a stammer was a good or a bad sign in a lodger. ‘Never had no librarian before. Been teachers and clerks, and a scoutmaster. Commercial travellers in the main,’ she said. ‘One of my current gentlemen is in fur. Then there’s Mr McCoist what does the seaside trade, fancy goods, you know, Scotch chap. We’ve a third in at present, travels in semi-precious stones but we hardly ever see him. He’s in Leeds or Manchester more often than not. Since the coronation he’s been that busy; well everybody wants their own jewellery now; you know, tiaras and such. And of course there was Mr Bleaney, him what had your room before. But I’ll let you get settled in, Mr Merryweather. Bathroom’s at the end of the landing. Mr Bleaney took his tub on a Sunday night, so if that suits. Washing’s Monday, naturally.’ Miss Glendenning’s momentum took her down the landing to the banister before she doubled back on silent feet. After listening at the door for a while, she gave the ghost of a knock and re-entered. ‘What would you say to a nice cup of tea?’


‘I’d say, I’d prefer a horrible one,’ Merryweather didn’t say. Instead – ‘Lovely.’


‘Milk and sugar?’


‘Please, two.’


The librarian waited until he could actually hear her descending the stairs before sighing with relief. He was mad to have accepted. This Glendenning woman (Miss – my arse), this blowsy, two-thirds slattern was exactly the kind of landlady he’d promised himself to avoid like the clap. Straight from the pages of Punch magazine. The way she’d stared at him on the doorstep should have been warning enough. No doubt she’d listen in on guests with a glass pressed against the wall, stare through keyholes until she went boss-eyed.


What was he letting himself in for, he wondered as he switched on the light. The unshaded bulb turned the box room into a police cell, and showed that the chair was rickety, and the wallpaper peeling. A splintered star marked the door where a high hook must have hung. The librarian grinned grimly. Obviously hadn’t been strong enough for the rope when it all became too much for the last poor bastard who’d lived here. One supposed one ought to unpack.


A male cough on the landing. One of the other lodgers? The man in fur perhaps, or the seaside trader. Maybe a rare visit from that other one. The traveller in semi-precious stones – whatever the hell that meant. A floorboard creaked. A snatch of bumptious whistling: La donna e mobile. Perfect, some garrulous tosser come to intrude himself on the new arrival. Why did that always happen? The librarian waited for the inevitable knock. But none came. The whistling stopped, a more distant floorboard creaked and then nothing. Merryweather waited until the coast was clear before opening the door a crack to peek out.


‘All aboard the skylark,’ grinned the stocky cretin in a string vest standing on the landing. Hairy shoulders, daffodil bulb nose, he was almost as bald as Merryweather himself. Peering at the new lodger, the cretin’s grin froze in confusion. ‘Bleaney?’ he faltered in bewilderment. The librarian opened the door more fully, allowing a flush of light from the bulb behind to illuminate his head. ‘Oh, sorry, I thought you were… Strange that. You must be the new bod, eh?’ Back to his jovial self, the cretin gave a mock bow. ‘Greetings, fair traveller and welcome to the enchanted isles.’


‘Afternoon,’ the librarian conceded.


‘So, she’s finally taken a new prisoner, eh,’ the friendly pratt continued, taking the librarian’s hand before he could withdraw it. He had the grip of a warm swamp. ‘That room’s been empty for weeks. Another body snatcher are you?’


‘Beg pardon?’


‘Blimey, but you’re honoured. She must have shown dozens of people round; none of them passed the test. Asked for it myself. Even offered a bit more of the old moulin rouge. Room with a view, you see. Mine looks over next-door’s yard. Their outside bog fair whiffs on a summer’s night. You can smell it in yours on a hot day but not as bad.’


‘Well, better get unpacked,’ said Merryweather, freeing himself from the swamp at last. Far from taking the hint, the windbag edged closer. The bugger will have his foot in the door in a moment, Merryweather reflected.


‘I’m in fur, what’s your load?’


Just a moment’s pause. ‘Books.’


Sweat beaded the other’s forehead as though he was indeed dressed in fur instead of a string vest. ‘The old Encyclopaedia Britannica, eh?’


‘Well, amongst others.’


‘Not my bag. Too much shoe leather. Listen, fancy a pint after tea? I’m off to a bit of a posh do later but I can always squeeze in a jar with a mate.’


Merryweather’s lie was smooth with a lifetime of wanting to be alone in a world forever forcing itself on you. ‘Sorry, I’ve work to do.’


‘Oh. Until tomorrow then, maestro. Here at Chez Glendenning you’ll find we inmates stick together. Which was why it was such a shock when doo-dah upped sticks without so much as a by your leave. Don’t bother knocking, old man, my door’s always open to chums. Name’s Teesdale.’


‘Merryweather.’


The man in fur grinned at the dour-faced librarian. ‘Are you joking?’


‘No.’


‘Well, there’s a nice little local up the way, Merryweather, The Shoulder of Mutton, but you’d better come with me first time to show you mean no harm; don’t want the natives putting you in a pot.’ A bray of laughter. ‘By the by, word of advice,’ Teesdale made a pantomime of checking for the proximity of the landlady. ‘Make sure she doesn’t do to you what she did to Old Bleaney, him who had that room before. Then again, maybe you might want her to.’


‘What can you mean?’


‘Put it this way, start worrying when she asks about gardening.’ Teesdale winked over the fat finger plugged to his bulbous nose, then burst into another bray of laughter during which Merryweather finally made good his escape. Practically had to shut the door in the chatty bastard’s face. As if Miss Glendenning wasn’t enough, one of his fellow lodgers was a bad Music Hall turn.


The bed groaned as Merryweather sat, but it wasn’t just the springs creaking. The librarian was laughing. His high shoulders shook; his crabbed ribs ached. Dispatch from the edge of the known world, he imagined penning this evening’s letter to his successful friend, have accepted a steerage in the third circle of hell…


‘Here we are; nice cup of tea.’ Once again not waiting for her knock to be answered – a house rule? – the landlady entered rump first bearing a pair of teacups. The housecoat and hair rollers had been shed; about half a bottle of fragrance added. With no lock he’d have to think of a way of at least wedging the door. Blocking the keyhole too. ‘Do you mind me asking you something, Mr Merryweather; do you like gardening?’


‘Gardening?’


‘Yes, gardening. Are you green-fingered at all?’ Mechanically, Merryweather obeyed the landlady’s gesture to join her at the window, and found himself looking down over a piece of waste ground slowly being devoured by the drizzly late afternoon. A couple of rods of weed barely contained by a crooked fence – a symposium of thistle and litter. Beyond that, the road. ‘Mr Bleaney really took my bit of garden in hand,’ she said. ‘He was going to grow a bed of lobelias this spring, put in crazy paving, chop down that horrid thorn tree. Yes, he had ever such a lovely front garden planned.’ Although it was now April barely a leaf showed on the hawthorn. ‘I find a man much happier with a hobby, don’t you, so if you want to…’


‘I don’t usually have the time for gardening.’


‘Really?’ Miss Glendenning appeared genuinely shocked. To hide his mounting irritation, the librarian took a sip of tea. Surprisingly refreshing. ‘There now, you needed that, didn’t you, Mr Merryweather?’


‘Indeed.’


‘You were spitting feathers, weren’t you, as Mr Bleaney used to say. Now, we have tea, what you might call dinner, at six o’clock on a night, so you’re just in time. Chop and chips tonight. Special treat.’


‘Ah, not tonight.’


The landlady’s perfume engulfed the librarian like a radioactive cloud as she edged along the sill towards him. ‘I do the chops in Worcestershire sauce.’


‘The thing is, I’m meeting some colleagues for d-dinner.’


In such a small room it was perhaps inevitable that two people turning from the window at the same time should brush against each other, but the librarian got the distinct impression that Miss Glendenning had done nothing to minimise their contact. More than just a hint of bosomy, perfume-sodden blouse in the momentary press. ‘Oh, Mr Merryweather?’


‘Miss Glendenning?’


‘My room’s just down the landing, opposite the bathroom.’ Reaching the door, she turned. ‘There’s one other thing I ought to mention.’ Her voice dropped conspiratorially. ‘I don’t know if you’ve met him yet.’


‘Whom?’


‘Mr Teesdale.’


‘I have.’


‘Well if I were you, I wouldn’t spend too much time with him. Can’t always take him at his word. Rather common actually. If you believed everything he said, you’d think he was a real top boy, and do you know, when he says fur, I’ve reason to believe that he really means hides. Animal skins, tanning, glue products, that line of trade. Even Mr Bleaney couldn’t stand him, and that’s saying a lot.’


As Miss Glendenning descended the stairs, a burst of bonhomieous La donna e mobile came whistling from the depths of the boarding house.


Once here, I may never emerge again, Merryweather planned writing in his letter.



2.


At the click of the front door behind him, Merryweather’s spirits lifted. Such a strain talking to strangers; almost as bad as talking to acquaintances. He strode down the path that formed a causeway through the rising tide of thistle and rubbish comprising Miss Glendenning’s ‘bit of garden’. If this was ‘taken in hand’ what price ‘left to fucking seed’? An evening alone stretched reassuringly before him. ‘Oh, Mr Merryweather?’ the landlady called from an upstairs window. ‘The door is locked at ten o’clock on weekdays.’


‘It’s Saturday,’ replied the librarian.


She’d already closed the window.


Merryweather had gone a few yards down the road before it occurred to him that she’d been calling down from his room. Tomorrow he’d have to make a few things clear. The rap of knuckle on pane made him turn again. Now Teesdale stood in the librarian’s room miming the sinking of a pint whilst pointing up the road in the direction of an insalubrious looking public house on the corner. The Shoulder of Mutton. Merryweather strode on. Come Monday he’d get a lock for his door, but now, time for solitude. Solitude! He felt his shoulders relax, his lungs open like trees in a gentle breeze.


The stroll under the line of sycamores would even have verged on the pleasant if not for the piles of dog dirt one had to negotiate. The early Saturday evening queue at the trolleybus stop was long and gregarious. Working men’s club and bingo bound no doubt. Most of those waiting seemed to know each other. Was he the only one wearing a trilby? The other men either sported the cloth cap of the locale, or despite the drizzle went bareheaded. Severe short back and sides for the most part, but a whole group of starkly luxuriant quiffs: teddy boys. The women favoured headscarves, those without were young, unmarried one presumed. Lord, how primitive we remain, Merryweather mused, despite everything – William Caxton, Thomas Hardy, the invention of Jazz – we’re still just a study for 301. on the Dewey decimal system.


Dusk began to fall like damp smoke; the trolley arrived.


‘Fourpence,’ the clippie said. Merryweather only had a ten bob note. ‘Broke the bank at Monte Carlo, did you?’ grinned the clippie. Holding the note up for general inspection, he called down the trolley. ‘Bloke here wants to buy the bus.’


‘Tell him he can have it for nowt,’ the driver called back.


‘I’m Burlington Bertie,’ the clippie sang.


‘I rise at ten-thirty,’ the driver replied not particularly melodiously.


‘We don’t have enough change, mate,’ the clippie winked, handing Merryweather back the note. ‘You’ll have to owe us.’


So, Merryweather mused, that’s how things are run under nationalisation. Piercing broad acres of corporation housing, the trolleybus took the librarian down its surprisingly straight couple of miles. Working his way through the bus, the clippie sold his tickets; the passengers chatted like hens; the teddy boys told a series of ever more apparently hilarious, certainly bluer jokes. An aroma of fish steadily brewed. Not for the first time, nor the last, Merryweather wondered how a path begun on the primrose lawns under Oxford’s dreaming spires could have led him here at the age of thirty-three. His best friend, and chief correspondent, was already a successful novelist; other acquaintances were rising eminent in their fields: barristers bound for the bench, journalists, even a scribbler of detective stories; and here he was bouncing on a trolleybus. When had he chosen this life; made the momentous decision bringing him here and nowhere else in the great, big world? Fate, it seemed, was itself a trolleybus, carrying you where it must, following the wire laid down by some po-faced town planner in destiny’s district council offices. Next stop a semi with a little wifie up the duff and one kiddie in the pram already? No, not that, never that. The librarian hid his grin in a cough. ‘You all right, love?’ the nearest headscarf asked.


‘Quite, madam.’


There were a few titters, as much from the raising of his trilby as his accent.


‘Not from round here, are you lover?’ the headscarf asked.


Merryweather cursed himself for being without his usual shield of a newspaper.


Fortunately, an altercation at the back diverted attention. Jeers and catcalls. ‘I’ve told you lot before,’ the clippie was shouting at the teds. ‘No ticket, no travel.’


A clear, high-pitched voice pealed above the disturbance: ‘Calm down, pops, no need to lay an egg.’ Merryweather turned to look at the speaker. It was one of the teddy boys. Baby face lined with some slum scrofula, he was a real short arse. Were many of the local people likely to be stunted? Lack of nutrition, coalmines and so forth, one supposed.


‘Don’t you sauce me,’ the clippie said. ‘It’s a criminal offence, you little bugger – you got on here with no intention of paying.’


‘He hasn’t got a ticket.’ All eyes followed the short arse’s finger jabbing towards Merryweather. ‘Why aren’t you chucking him off?’


At the next stop, the teds were thrown off, but as the trolleybus started again, Merryweather could see them sprinting under the wire in pursuit.


‘Want a bobby on here,’ the clippie called up the bus. ‘Them teds is running wild.’


‘To think we fought a bloody war for them,’ the driver returned.


‘They want their arses tanned,’ one headscarf said.


‘They want sending to borstal,’ another remarked.


Others chipped in. ‘And to think there’s talk of them scrapping national service.’


‘Well you know who that young one is, don’t you?’


‘He’s a proper toe rag, that’s what he is.’


‘Worst of the lot.’


‘He’s one of the…’


The bell clanged; Merryweather missed the information. A long queue at the next stop. Before the trolley could pull away, the teds were piling back on. The librarian stared resolutely forward. If there was going to be trouble, he didn’t want to be involved: one of the few tenets of his sparse faith.


Without warning the town itself came into view, or at least a pocketful of lights was thrown at the fogged window. Rubbing the pane with the cuff of his British Warm, Merryweather was surprised by the sudden flare of a city. From the train all he’d seen of his new hometown had been the flotsam of slums and semi-slums and soon-to-be slums cast up on the flats of a tidal river. The search for lodgings, a list of likely addresses ringed in the classifieds of the local paper, had offered him more of the same mud-coloured houses, one of which had been Miss Glendenning’s. Now, all at once – domes, spires, statues, the bold Parthenon of a Civic Theatre.


The trolley slowed, stopped.


‘Is this the terminus?’ Merryweather asked. ‘I mean, are we here?’


‘’fraid so,’ grinned the driver, climbing out from behind his control. ‘Course we’d sooner be in Monte Carlo an’ all.’


Through a stiff odour of fish, he followed his fellow passengers over the unexpectedly wide square, their temporary solidarity dissolving. At a fountain, the teddy boys formed a rugby scrum as they bent over a shared match, short arse in the midst. Riding a gusting wind, Merryweather gave them a wide berth.


Unable to find a single restaurant, and not fancying the queues at the many chip shops, Merryweather soon found he’d wandered back to the station. ‘There’s no dinners until eight,’ a spotty youth asseverated at the desk of the Royal Station Hotel. ‘We’ve a function on.’


Merryweather had noticed a cinema hard by the station. They were showing the cartoon version of Animal Farm. Cheered by the thought of loathing every minute of it, he bought a one and eight ticket for the six-thirty showing. Sparsely attended, a half dozen or so couples necked on the back row, whilst a contingent of pinko cranks sat bolt upright at the front, duffle coats no doubt fortified by copies of Das Kapital. The librarian indeed found himself laughing at the cartoon’s destruction of communism, and was left suitably depressed by its account of human nature.


‘You said eight,’ Merryweather reminded the spotty and by now openly fractious young receptionist back at the Royal Station Hotel.


‘Eight thirty.’ A distant bell summoned the youth. ‘We’ve the Wide River do on tonight,’ he cast over a frazzled shoulder.


Disinclined to comb the streets in the wind and rain, not forgetting (how could one?) the bracing aroma of fish, Merryweather retired to the foyer bar. Port red carpets, countryside prints, plush wallpaper, cabinets of highly polished nautical instruments – clearly the Royal Station Hotel had pretensions to a kind of self-made exclusivity. He ordered a sherry and passed under high chandeliers to where deep armchairs were grouped in sociable quartets, each a different colour. Choosing a corner quartet, the librarian threw his British Warm on the red chair, trilby on the blue, briefcase on the mustard, and sat himself on the shit-brown fourth. That would stymie any windbag looking for a chinwag. A half-scowl at the distant sea roar of many human voices. A door leading off from the foyer had opened to reveal a function room heaving with humanity. The River Queen Ballroom was crammed with diners all dressed up to the provincial nines. Chunky black ties, aldermanic dinner jackets, wives in department store stoles. The door closed again and the storm of voices died to a remote hubbub. Wide River Business Fraternity Dinnerdance declared the sign outside the River Queen Ballroom in gold lettering. Odd word, dinnerdance, Merryweather mused, non-grammatical, distinctly primitive, on the cusp of annoying, yet not without its alliterative poetry. Well, the dinner portion of the evening was clearly in the ascendance, judging by the clatter of chatter, knife and fork. ‘Your sherry, Sir,’ said the bar steward.


‘Should I give you my order for dinner?’


‘Oh, it’ll be more a case of what’s left.’


Lighting a Park Drive cigarette, Merryweather brought out his slim Lyflat Memo Book, and, a society-discouraging frown on his face, set to filch another line of poetry from his meagre granary of inspiration. Easy enough to feel things, the hard part about writing poetry was not to sound like a prick.


‘Mind if I park meself down a mo?’


Merryweather swore under his breath; hadn’t noticed the interloper stealing towards him from the River Queen Ballroom. ‘Sorry, it’s taken.’


‘What, all three chairs?’


‘Yes. I’m… I’m expecting the rest of my party presently.’


‘Give over. You’ll want to hear what I’ve got to say,’ boasted the intruder in a voice thick with Magnet ale and a wool town upbringing. ‘Do I know you, cock?’ the wool town wanker demanded.


Merryweather looked at the fatty, overbearing, pale face and thought of the pigs from Animal Farm. ‘No.’


‘Mebbes not. Know most folk. Round here they call me Mr Paper Products, what’s your game?’


‘Fur.’


For the second time that day, Merryweather moved too slowly to avoid a handshake. ‘Funny that,’ said Mr Paper Products. ‘T’other fella I know is in the mink game an’ all; didn’t realise there were elbow room for two. He’s a bit of a pipsqueak. Mebbes you’ll do better.’ Releasing Merryweather’s hand, the salesman reached out for the blue chair just as the librarian drew it out of range. Losing his balance, the salesman stumbled forward. ‘What the hell you laking at?’


‘Beg pardon?’


‘I asked you what you’re laking at?’


‘I’m sorry I don’t understand what you mean.’


‘You from bloody Lunnon or summat? Saw for yoursen I was sitting on’t chair.’


‘It’s taken.’


‘Oh suit yourself, baldy four eyes, hoity toity, miserable get.’


More and more people were coming out of the River Queen Ballroom. Two further attempts on the chairs had to be repulsed. Merryweather tried coaxing his muse with another couple of fags and a second sherry. No dice. Instead he began the anticipated letter to his successful novelist friend. Chuckling out loud, he’d filled two pages about the inimitable Miss Glendenning and the room of doom when he had to get up to piss. He crossed the foyer. The telephone standing amongst a thicket of potted plants brought him to a halt. After a few moment’s indecision he went over. He’d dialled a couple of digits before seeming to change his mind about the call, and replaced the receiver. Walking away, he noticed a figure with a thick beard and patched coat dart to the phone. Didn’t exactly look the type they’d welcome at the Royal Station Hotel.


In the bogs, a throat-clawing reek of disinfectant and a hectoring voice. Gordon Bennett! Mr Paper Products was hectoring some other poor sod over a urinal. ‘… some jumped-up Lord Snooty. When I asked him if…’ Passing into a cubicle, Merryweather pissed as hard as he could to drown out the monologue, but his flow wasn’t what it used to be, another sign of one’s mortality if any further had been required. In lieu of that, he pulled the chain. ‘You take a leaf out of my book,’ Paper Products continued at his victim, on another, self-aggrandising tack now as Merryweather washed his hands. ‘I started with nowt, and now look at me – ’


Recognising the victim just in time, the librarian fled.


‘Squire, squire!’ Pursuing Merryweather from the toilets, Teesdale ran him to ground at the potted plants. The string vest had been exchanged for a rented tux and black tie, but he’d retained, even added jewels to his crown of sweat. ‘Blimee, you’ve hit the ground running,’ said Teesdale. ‘First night and here you are. Not just a bean feast, this is where it all happens. Bunk up the greasy pole. Get the edge over the next fellow. That chap in the bogs? Only buys the stationery for every bloody Woolworths north of the river. Thought that would pull you up. He can make or break a chap. Just warned me about some bastard muscling in on my patch as it happens. But I can’t stand in the greenery with you all night; I’ve other fish to fry. See that fellow at the bar, him in the coat?’ Merryweather peered through the milling bodies to where a man in an Astrakhan coat formed the focal point of a group of a dozen, a score of others. ‘Biggest of cheeses, old man. Guess what he does?’


‘I have no idea.’


‘Guess.’


‘Really, how should I know, Teesdale? Buys all the kippers north of the river.’


‘No, no, you’re off the mark there. He’s the manager of this whole charabanc; yes, he only bloody well owns the Royal Station Hotel. He’s next on my list tonight. By the by, I was only half joking, you know.’


‘Indeed.’


‘About your predecessor. Maybe old Ma Glenners really did…’ Teesdale strangled an invisible neck. ‘You know, afterwards, like a black widow spider. Then buried him in that bloody garden of hers.’ The trademark laughter brayed out as though a donkey had got in amongst the Wide River Business Fraternity. ‘Funny how he vanished though. Bleaney. He was an insurance agent, you know a door-to-door Johnny. Bit like you with your encyclopaedias. But he’d been doing very well of late. Trying to get a step up from your Man from the Pru. Moved into business insurance as a sideline. Even came to the last Wide River Do. Hired a dicky, and brought old Ma Glenners. Should have seen her. If ever there was a double helping of a dog’s dinner. Course he was out of his league. Well they both were.’ And then Teesdale was elbowing his way through the now heaving foyer to where the biggest of cheeses was holding court.


After a five-minute wait at the desk, Merryweather saw the receptionist return from the kitchens. ‘What now?’ the receptionist demanded.


‘Dinner for one, please.’


‘If you must.’


The ‘beef’ Wellington was lukewarm (as well as tasting decidedly like a mixture of sawdust and sheep skin), the ‘market vegetables’ cold, two potatoes entirely uncooked, crumbs culled from next door’s feast. Merryweather wouldn’t have been surprised if his ‘carafe’ of wine hadn’t been filled with the lees of next door’s empties. The lone diner, he sat islanded in a glittering expanse of knives and glass through which the receptionist lumbered his way with the necessaries like a reluctant swineherd lugging swill. The librarian had graduated to an unappetising spotted dick when an orchestra of sorts started up next door. Evidently the dance portion of the evening’s festivities had commenced. He brightened at the prospect of some jazz, Sidney Bechet perhaps or Louis Armstrong, but quickly relapsed into the depths of his almost contented discontent as a rather off-key, big band standard boomed out. The swineherd clattered the bowl away and carted over a tiny cup of coffee, which was quite clearly chicory. Merryweather was about to complain when the orchestra suddenly broke off. In the abrupt silence, voices rose. Not the annoyingly happy hubbub of earlier but a squall, a cackling of hyenas. Warning cries, the tinkle of breaking glass, and then a gang of smirking youths rucking past the open door of the restaurant. Teds. Amongst them the baby-faced short arse. No more than fifteen or sixteen, at the very oldest a stunted seventeen. Was childhood rickets common in fishtown?



3.


Mavis Glendenning stole silently over the landing. Even when none of her gentlemen were in, she moved soundless as a draught. Landlady’s trade secret: overweight perhaps, with fallen arches too, but cat quiet. Opening the door without a creak, she slipped into Mr Bleaney’s room. It would always be Mr Bleaney’s room to her. No need for a light; she knew each inch of this room, every fibre of balding rug, secret harbour of dust, hill and dale in the dimpled ceiling, different note of the narrow bed’s springs, which she brought to life now as she sat down. Closing her eyes, she breathed in deeply as though savouring a cherished, but fading musk. Entranced, she remained there, a hand laid where the head of a sleeper would rest.


Stirring at last, the lock on the new lodger’s suitcase was easily picked. Two suits, a bottle of whisky, pair of carpet slippers, neatly folded underwear, dusty old books, files fat with densely scrawled-on papers.


At the sound of the gate swinging open in the garden below, Mavis darted to the window. Gazing through the gap between the frayed curtains, what she saw made her throw the window wide open. ‘What you got?’


The figure on the path below stopped, and in the streetlamp’s orange glow slowly went through his small bundle of letters. It was the Beckshaw boy from number sixty-one Coronation Road. ‘Pools coupon and gas bill, Mrs Glendenning,’ the youth replied. ‘Letters for Mr Teesdale; postcard for Mr McCoist.’ The boarding house was number sixty-one Corporation Road. Quite often the sorting office mixed the two streets up, and the halfwit boy would bring the misdirected post round when he got back from the Remploy factory and had had his tea. This evening he must have been at the church boys’ club as well. It was well after eight.


‘What about, Mr Bleaney?’


‘Nothing for Mr Bleaney today.’


‘Are you sure?’


Again, the laborious check. ‘Pools coupon and gas bill, Mrs Glendenning. Letters for Mr Teesdale; postcard for Mr McCoist.’


‘Miss Glendenning, how many times do I have to tell you?’ she snapped.


‘Miss?’ laughed the person coming through next-door’s gate, it was the headscarfed woman who had talked to Merryweather on the trolley. ‘Then I’m sweet sixteen again and never been kissed before.’


Mavis frowned. Her feud with neighbour Kathleen Mealie was long running.


‘See you’ve took a new lodger,’ Kathleen called up. ‘Proper posh and all. Flashing ten bob notes about. And after you wouldn’t have that pal of our Stan.’


‘I’ve got my standards,’ Mavis said with some pleasure.


‘You mean working men don’t take their trousers off quick enough for you?’ Kathleen’s laughter sprayed the window like a handful of fish heads. ‘That Mr Bleaney of yours wasn’t so la-di-da when it came to the women. Haven’t you heard what they’re saying about him? Why he did off like the squits after a barrel of spratts?’


Having slammed the window shut with such force that the glass shook, Mavis retreated to the bed. For a long time she lay so motionless that had Merryweather come in he would not have noticed her. At last, she rose suddenly as though to a touch. Nodding slightly like one invited to dance, she allowed an unseen hand to steal round her waist whilst lowering her head to rest on a spectral shoulder. And then she was dancing to a silent orchestra, sailing up and down Mr Bleaney’s room as though across the glittering reaches of the River Queen Ballroom at the Royal Station Hotel where she had waltzed one, magical night with Mr Bleaney.



4.


The teds had gone; the glasses they’d smashed had been swept up. In the River Queen Ballroom the dance was back in full swing. ‘Aren’t you going to buy a girl a drink?’ The woman, who’d just taken Merryweather’s arm, was neither a girl nor in need of another drink. It had taken twenty minutes to elbow his way to the bar, and he still hadn’t been served. ‘What you being like that for?’ she shouted over the orchestra, as he tried to wriggle free. ‘It’s the Wide River do.’ The wife of some senior sales director, she had the grip of a char.


Merryweather stared at the couples waltzing under the shifting constellations of mirror balls. A lurid spotlight tricked out a score of tawdry flirtations, half a dozen adulteries and a world of nonentities. And none more so than me, he reflected. Time to get well away from the bloody Royal Station Hotel. Was he tight? No, he decided, he’d only drunk a couple of sherries and half a ‘carafe’ of mixed vintages. Wrenching himself from the clutches of the pissed-up char, he waded through the morass of conviviality to where some revolving doors offered escape. Teesdale’s bray, paying court to the biggest of cheeses, harried the librarian out through the spinning glass panes.


One was debouched directly onto the station. The evening express had just arrived, and heading for the exit to the trolleys Merryweather was caught up in the swirl of passengers. The human current carried him to the billboards. One poster showed a sun-kissed blonde opening her arms for a beach ball whilst kneeling on a cartoon riviera below the words Come to Sunny Prestatyn. If only he fucking had. Anywhere must be preferable to this place at the end of the tracks where the locals, apparently never having heard of the famous British reserve, were either at your throat or forcing unlooked-for intimacies.


Another garrulous queue awaited at the trolley. The thought of returning to the boarding house sent the librarian veering across the square. A whipping wind cleared his head, but made lighting a fag a Promethean struggle. Three, four, five matches flared and died before, head buried tortoise-like inside his British Warm, his Park Drive caught. Tongue bitter with match sulphur, Merryweather straightened up to find himself being interrogated by a giant. Readjusting his glasses, he saw that it was one of the statues he’d noticed from the trolleybus. What had this departed worthy done? Something great; something terrible? There was no clue on the plinth. Brought the railway here, profiteered from child labour, drew up the Factory Acts, repealed slavery? Ozymandias in the stink of fish.


The length of the Park Drive took him to a row of telephone boxes. They weren’t the usual red affair but cream-coloured. Rather, wheat-hued. If it hadn’t been for this oddity, perhaps he would have walked straight past them. Something in Merryweather was drawn to the eccentric, and he couldn’t always fight it.


One booth was vacant. As in the hotel, he hesitated over dialling, but this time he did so. Coin swallowed, connection made. ‘Arthur?’ The hope in the voice on the other side of the line grabbed Merryweather by the throat. She always sounded so uncharacteristically lost on the phone. ‘Is that you, Arthur?’


‘Afraid so.’


‘But I thought you weren’t going to ring.’


‘Bad penny.’


‘Only I’m immensely glad you did.’ Hairline crack in the adverb, forced jollity? Of course it bloody was. ‘Where the devil are you, you terrible man?’


‘Here. You know, up north.’


Oh, why the fuck had he rung her? Maybe he was a little tight. Two-thirds of the ‘carafe’ rather than half. After promising to leave her alone as well. That was partly why he’d come up here. A clean break, and now he was buggering it up. He let her talk without listening until he became aware of a question being repeated. ‘Beg pardon?’


‘I’m asking whether you’ve found lodgings, Arthur.’


‘Lodgings? Yes, I have.’


‘What are they like?’


‘Rather dreadful actually. Truth is the whole place is spectacularly dreadful.’


‘So you like it then?’


‘I’m not sure that I don’t.’


‘Oh Arthur, can’t anything be straight forward?’


‘It would appear not.’


‘I miss you so much.’


‘I really wouldn’t, you know.’


Yes, he was an ass to have rung. Worse, sheer cruelty – playing with the puppy you’re no longer prepared to feed. Not that you could call her a puppy. What could one call her? Well, whatever it was, he couldn’t expect her to keep bailing him out of his loneliness, on his terms, always on his terms. ‘The money’ll run out any minute now and I haven’t got any more,’ he lied, fingers fluttering at the little babel of coins piled by the slot. ‘Gave all my change to a fellow singing on a street corner.’ The lie was too extravagant; she knew him well enough to know he would rather have a tooth extracted than toss a copper to a street performer.


‘What’s your number, Arthur? I’ll ring you back. And your address so I can write.’


Be firm, Merryweather told himself; selfish to give false hope. ‘What was that? I can’t quite hear. Bad line.’


‘I thought we might go to the cottage one weekend once you’ve settled in,’ she said, not entirely able to hide her desperation. ‘You know how you love it there, we’d both feel better for a weekend away; oh, Arthur…’


‘Oh Lord, there’s the pips…’ Merryweather could barely believe it when he heard himself imitating the sound of the pips before replacing the receiver. When had it come to this? There was no sodding excuse.


A tap on the window from someone waiting. The tap became a rapping fist. ‘Hold your horses,’ Merryweather barked. ‘I’ve only been in a couple of minutes.’ A third knock. Sheer bloody rudeness. The librarian thrust the door open on – a tramp. Bird’s nest beard, patched coat, felt hat on a shock of hair, the sort of character you’d expect amongst mangolds, not a town square. Was it the fellow from the phone at the Royal Station Hotel? The tramp pushed past Merryweather and clawed the refund tray for coins. Extricating himself from any possible scene, as well as the acrid stink, the librarian strode away.
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