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         He had lived alone for so long, so far away from the world and its endless swarms of people, that when he saw the strange thing standing at a slight list in the middle of the field below the house, for a second he didn’t know what it was. In the gloaming, two red lights glared at him out of the long grass like the eyes of a wild animal crouched and ready to spring. His heart gave three dull slow thumps; he felt them in his ears, like the beating of a distant drum.

         But it wasn’t an animal. It was a motor car, low-slung, sleek and expensive looking, painted a burnished shade of dark gold. In the gathering shadows it gave off a muted, sinister glow. The engine was running, and thick grey-white smoke was trickling slowly out of the exhaust pipe at the back and dispersing in ghostly wisps.

         The door on the right-hand side, the driver’s door, stood wide open on its hinges. Again he thought of an animal, jaws agape, bellowing in pain and fury. But there was no sound to be heard, except that of the faint breeze rustling through the bowed grasses and the leaning brambles still loaded with overripe blackberries.

         A car sitting in a field below someone’s house. So what? No concern of his. The wise thing to do would be to walk on, past the gateway, as if he had seen nothing, and go home and mind his own business. Yet something held him there. Later, 2of course, he would regret that he should have paused even for a second. But by then it was too late, and he was caught up among people, again.

         People, the bane of his life.

         It was bound to have happened, sooner or later. The one thing the world would not do was leave you alone, in peace, by yourself. Always it had to draw you in, insisting you take part in the fun and games like everyone else. Children: the world was full to bursting with children. Not real children, those magical, achingly precious creatures, but stunted, ill-developed homunculi all marching up and down stamping their feet and gesticulating. He had been frightened of them when he was little and they were all still children or pretending to be, and they frightened him now more than ever, when they were pretending to be grown-ups.

         Yes, life, so-called, was a birthday party gone wild, with shouting and squabbling, and games he didn’t know the rules of, and one lot ganging up on the other, and knocking each other down and dancing in a ring like savages, the whole mad rampage going on in a haze of dust and noise and horrible, hot stinks.

         That was the world for you, all right. Their world.

         He put his things down behind the gate post, his fishing rod and his old floppy shoulder bag – not much of an afternoon’s catch, three medium-sized bass, and a pollock he would fry for the dog – and the old tin cash box that he kept his sandwiches in. He hesitated a moment, but then, even though his heart was still going like a tom-tom, he went in at the gate. You fool, he told himself, even as he advanced, why can’t you mind your own business? 3

         He walked along the grassy hump that ran between the twin ruts of the driveway, his legs moving as if by themselves, leading him towards – what?

         The house was some way off, at the top of the rise, and he could see only the roof and part of a gable end.

         He came to the spot where the car had abruptly veered left and plunged deep into the field, and he turned and followed in its twin zigzag tracks through the tall grass.

         It was a sports car, a Mercedes SL, so it said in raised letters on the lid of the boot, with a retractable roof of stiff black canvas. He knew little about cars, but enough to know this was no run-of-the-mill model. Who would have left such a costly machine sitting in the middle of an overgrown field, with the lights on and the engine running? There was a mingled smell of exhaust fumes, hot metal and leather upholstery. Also a trace of a woman’s perfume, musky, slightly rank – or was he imagining it? He leaned down and looked inside.

         A silver key ring dangled from the ignition, and on the ring was a leather tab bearing a small round metal shield stamped with the three-pointed Mercedes logo. The little thing struck the one intimate note among so much steel and chrome and glass. Someone owned that ring and its key, someone kept it in a pocket, or in a purse, someone twirled it on a finger, and sat in behind the steering wheel and leaned forward with it pressed between a finger and a thumb and inserted it in its groove and turned it and made the engine roar into life. Someone.

         He found the switch for the lights and turned them off, then turned off the engine too, leaving the key in its slot. When he swung the door to, he used too much force and it slammed 4shut with a thud that seemed to him as loud as a thunderclap. Then the silence crowded in around him once more. There was the sense of everything pressing forward eagerly, like bystanders at the scene of an accident, or a crime.

         Yes, there must have been a row, that must be what happened. A person would have to have lost the run of himself, or herself, to leave a Mercedes SL sports car standing here like this, with the key in the ignition, even on this lonely stretch of coast. There were some wild fellows going about here, real yahoos, half-wild farmers’ sons, day labourers, now and then an IRA man down from the North to lie low after yet another botched bomb attempt or an inept raid on a customs post. Those boyos wouldn’t hesitate to hop in and take this gilded beauty for a spin, and more than likely leave it wrapped around a tree trunk along the road somewhere, steaming and smoking, or nose down in six feet of water in some hidden rocky inlet.

         The field, or meadow, as he supposed it should be called, rose at a shallow angle in the direction of the house. He made his way to the top of the slope, and stopped and looked about him. The late-October evening was fading fast, yet in the sky in the west a long bar of cloud was whitely aglow, so bright that he had to put up a hand to shade his eyes. It had been an uncommonly fine month so far, and the weather seemed set to last for a good while yet. He dearly hoped it would. Not that he had much time for summer and sunshine and games and all that rot, but the thought of the winter coming on made his heart shrink. Would he be able to hold out, living like an outcast – but wasn’t he an outcast? – seeing not a soul and hearing from no one? 5

         He would have to manage somehow. There was no going back. He couldn’t be trusted, in the world, among people, among—

         Stop! He shut his eyes and struck a fist against his forehead.

         Take a deep breath. Another. And another. Now.

         He opened his eyes.

         To his left, the surface of the evening sea was chopped, metallic, faintly aglitter. Not a thing to be seen out there, no ship or sail, nothing between here and the Welsh coast, invisible beyond the horizon. He turned his gaze inland. The house stood at the end of the grassy track leading up from the gate. It was a fair-sized, two-storey farmhouse, built of granite, with a steep slate roof ashine now in the light from the west, two tall chimneys, and a wrought-iron weathervane in the shape of a cock crowing.

         Why was he hanging about here? What business was it of his, he asked himself again, what had he to do with this abandoned car and whoever had abandoned it? He told himself again that if he had any sense at all he should go, should turn on his heel this very second, walk back down to the gate and gather up his rod and his bag and his sandwich box, and take himself off smartly, before the owners of the car returned from wherever they had gone to and drew him inexorably into some ghastly, complicated mess of their own making.

         At that moment, as if the thought had conjured the thing, he heard a voice call out behind him. He spun round to see a figure wading towards him up through the meadow, from the direction of the sea. It was a man, lanky looking, with unsteady legs and rubbery knees. He was waving an arm above his 6head, urgently, like someone drowning and coming up for the second time. Again came that call, but the words were lost in the immensities of land and sky and sea.

         What to do? Oh, God, what to do? Turn and run, as he should have done already? The bag and the fishing tackle he could come back for another time, no one would think the stuff worth the taking. He could pretend he hadn’t seen the man, with the light fading, and hadn’t heard him either.

         But it was already too late.

         Trapped!

         ‘Listen, listen – you’ve got to help me,’ the man gasped, stumbling up the last few yards of the slope with a long pale hand pressed to his heaving chest. ‘I think my wife has drowned herself.’

         
            *

         

         His name, he said, was Armitage. He was tall and very thin, with bony shoulders and a concave chest and a high narrow head and small dark eyes set too close together. His oiled hair was combed straight back from his forehead: it looked, to Wymes’s eye, like a Channel swimmer’s tight black rubber cap. Under a gabardine raincoat he wore a navy-blue blazer with brass buttons, and wide, cream-coloured trousers that flapped loosely around his skinny shins. The sharp-pointed collar of his shirt was open. His narrow patent-leather shoes, dainty as dancing pumps, damp from the dew and stuck with sand, were as black and shiny as his hair. His white socks were streaked with grass stains.

         He stopped, out of breath, leaned forward from the waist and braced his hands on his knees with his head hanging and made a kind of mewling sound. Was he weeping? After a 7moment, he straightened up. No sign of tears. Oddly, he seemed more excited than distressed.

         ‘And you are—?’ he asked.

         His fruity accent sounded put-on.

         ‘Wymes.

         Denton Wymes. I—’

         ‘Weems?’

         ‘Yes. Spelled W-y-m-e-s, pronounced Weems.’

         It annoyed him that he always felt obliged to offer this trivial clarification, even to strangers. Armitage stared at him in silence for a moment, then stepped forward and grasped him by the upper arms.

         ‘You’re not a Paddy, then,’ he said, with a sort of laugh. ‘Thank Christ for that.’

         ‘Actually, I am Irish, if that’s what you mean,’ Wymes said stiffly. ‘But not—’

         ‘Not bog Irish. That’s the point. Good man!’

         Wymes blinked. This all felt unreal. Had the fellow really said that about his wife having drowned herself? Maybe it was intended as some kind of grotesque joke.

         Suddenly, the fellow twisted his face to one side and gave a sort of strangled howl, as if for a moment he had forgotten about his wife and had just now remembered her again. He was still holding Wymes by his upper arms, but now he let go of him and wiped the back of a hand across his mouth.

         ‘She’s gone!’ he keened. ‘She’s gone in the sea, I’m sure she is.’

         It seemed a piece of bad acting, but then, Wymes told himself, that’s mostly how people behave when there’s a crisis and they’re distraught.

         ‘Look, calm down,’ he said, with a mounting sense of desperation. ‘I’m sure there’s been some—’ 8

         ‘She’s gone!’ It was almost a scream. ‘I’m telling you, she threw herself off the rocks down there.’

         ‘Did you see her? I mean, did you actually see her throw herself into the water?’

         At this Armitage paused, and took a half-step back, narrowing his little, crafty eyes.

         ‘You’re right,’ he said, grown thoughtful suddenly. ‘I didn’t see her jump, there is that.’

         ‘You mean she fell? It was an accident?’

         ‘No no no no!’ Armitage said, shaking his head violently. ‘She got out of the car and ran’ – he gestured behind him with a vaguely flapping hand – ‘and ran down to the sea, and—’ He stopped, and tilted his head to one side, as if attending to a voice speaking softly just beside his ear. ‘I suppose,’ he said slowly, ‘I suppose she could have hid behind the rocks, to make me think she had jumped.’ He smiled, almost wistfully. ‘It’s the kind of thing she’d do, you know.’

         He seemed to consider this possibility for a moment, then to Wymes’s horror he reached out and took him by the hand, actually grasped him tightly palm to palm, and turned and set off in the direction of the sea, drawing him along behind him. Once, as a boy, Wymes’s parents had taken him to the circus. He had found the whole thing terrifying – the squeals and farts of the three-piece band, the whooping shouts of the acrobats, the lights glaring through the talcum-laden darkness – but then came the worst of all, when a clown singled him out. He was tall and gangly, a bit like Armitage, in fact, with a face painted stark white and a carroty wig on which was stuck at a crooked angle a bright-red pork pie hat. He came barging up long-legged through the first four rows of 9benches, pushing people aside and even stepping on one or two of them, and seized young Wymes by the hand and dragged him down into the ring.

         He had never forgotten the experience, the hot fingers clutching his, the smell of greasepaint and sweat, the crazed laughter.

         Armitage, he thought, would make a good clown, skeletal, mocking and maniacal.

         ‘Come on,’ he said now, pulling harder at Wymes’s hand. ‘If she’s hiding, we’ll soon find her, the little minx. She’ll show herself eventually – she was always afraid of being on her own in the dark.’

         Yes, the man was mad, Wymes decided, mad, or drunk, or both. He snatched his hand away and stepped back and stopped, planting his feet wide, determined to stand his ground.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘I’m afraid I can’t help you. I have to—’ He searched for a plausible excuse. ‘I have to let my dog out.’

         Armitage stopped too, and turned and looked at him, frowning.

         ‘Your dog?’

         ‘Yes. He’s locked in the caravan, he’ll think I’ve abandoned him. He’s a Border collie. They’re very highly strung, you know, Border collies. The trouble is, he barks and barks and frightens the fish.’

         ‘He what?’

         ‘He frightens off the fish, with his barking. That’s why I don’t bring him with me.’

         ‘Because he frightens the fish.’ Armitage nodded slowly. ‘I see. So you’re a fisherman.’ 10

         ‘Not really. It’s to eat. The fish. I mean I fish for food, not sport.’ Stop babbling, for God’s sake. ‘I live on my own, away from – away from shops, and so on.’

         Armitage pursed his lips and squinted at the sky.

         ‘My wife,’ he said with studied calm, nodding again, more slowly still, ‘my wife has either drowned herself, or has run off and come to some mishap, probably fatal, but your dog has to be let out for a piss. I see.’

         ‘I’m sorry, I—’

         ‘No no, don’t apologise. I quite understand. You’re in a predicament. Lassie of the Bulging Bladder will be fretting while you stand here wasting your precious time listening to me speculating on the sad fate of my lady wife. Perfectly reasonable, perfectly. Off you go. Don’t mind about me – don’t mind about us.’

         Cracked in the head, definitely, Wymes thought. I’m trapped with a lunatic out here on this bleak shore.

         ‘Look, Mr – Mr Armitage,’ he said gently, ‘why don’t you go up to the house – you see the house, up there? – and ask them to phone for help.’

         ‘I could do that, yes,’ Armitage said, stroking his chin and looking at the ground and frowning. ‘That is a thing I could do.’

         Wymes began to say something more, but all at once Armitage wheeled about and marched off up the slope, his knees pumping and his arms swinging. He looked like nothing so much as a life-sized mechanical doll.

         ‘Wait!’ Wymes called, but not as loudly, or with as much force, as he might have. Here, after all, was his chance to escape. 11

         And yet.

         What if the fellow’s wife really had fallen into the sea, or had thrown herself in, or had run off into the night, furious, or drunk, or whatever? She might have slipped on the slimed rocks and broken something, an arm, a leg. And Armitage, however unappealing he might be – there was something of the spiv about him, despite the clipped vowels and the fancy shoes – was a human being, after all, a man, like Wymes himself, a man in desperate need of assistance. One couldn’t just walk off and leave him on his own, out here, in the gathering dark. Could one?

         Armitage had stopped, and stood looking about him wildly. The grass came almost up to his knees.

         There was a wind now, and they could hear the sound of the waves breaking on the rocks at the shoreline. If she really had gone into the water, Wymes told himself grimly, she would be well drowned by now, her body broken, her face smashed, her clothes ripped and half torn off. He had seen drowned people. A sight not to be forgotten.

         Behind them a light went on, making the air around them seem abruptly darker. A window in the gable end of the house glowed yellow. That meant there was someone at home, a farmer, probably, and his family. Surely they wouldn’t refuse aid to a man searching for his lost wife. He would ask them to phone the Guards, or the lifeboat, and while they were doing that, he could slip away unnoticed. Scamp would be glad to see him. They would go for a walk together, man and dog, down the boreen through the dunes and off along the beach.

         Or no, not the beach. The woman’s body might be washed up there already. Imagine stumbling on it, the pulpy, 12phosphorescent flesh, the face swollen and cut, the hair twisted like seaweed, the eyes blindly staring.

         He set off determinedly up the slope, towards that lighted window. He must get help. He heard the man call out again behind him.

         ‘You! Weemess! Wait!’

         It was always the same. No matter how clearly he spelled it out and explained it, everyone always got his name wrong.

         ‘Come on!’ he called back, beckoning with his arm. ‘There’s no time to lose!’

         How banal a thing life is, he thought, even at its most dramatic, its most melodramatic. Now he seemed to be the actor, making exaggerated gestures and spouting bad lines.
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         He had thought matters couldn’t get any more strange, and then they did. As he climbed the slope, making his way cautiously in the gloom over the uneven ground, he heard Armitage behind him sobbing quietly, or so he thought. Then he realised the man wasn’t sobbing, but laughing, softly, to himself. That would be hysteria, surely? The sounds stopped after a moment, and Wymes glanced back and saw Armitage making an effort to pull himself together, squaring his shoulders and clearing his throat and passing a hand over his face.

         ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Something just occurred to me.’

         And despite himself, he gave another piping little laugh.

         When they got to the house, they saw through a downstairs window at the front a man seated at a table in the kitchen. There was a glass of something in his hand, whiskey, by the look of it. He was smoking a cigarette, too, leaning back on a wooden chair with one knee crossed on the other. He had broad shoulders and a high, somewhat brutish-looking handsome head, and a shock of curly dark hair tumbling over his forehead. He wore a vaguely military-looking dark-green jumper, a checked shirt, and light-brown corduroy trousers. Even at this distance, he gave an impression of confidence and ease: the man of the house.

         At the other side of the room, a woman stood at a big black range, stirring something in a deep copper saucepan. She had 14long straight dark hair tied back with a red bandanna. She was dressed in an oversized white shirt, loose like a painter’s smock, and a pair of baggy slacks.

         Now she turned, with a wooden spoon held aloft in her hand, and was about to say something to the man, but stopped, and looked to the window, frowning.

         She must have seen them at the gate, despite the darkness, Wymes thought, or must have sensed their approach somehow. Despite his limited experience of them, women, he believed, were in general more alert than men, more keenly receptive of the tiny signals the world sends streaming out endlessly. It made sense, since they were more vulnerable and therefore had to be always on their guard. The same as children, only children were more trusting. Oh, yes.

         He lifted the latch of the gate. A little woolly terrier bitch bounded forward out of the shadows, snuffling welcomingly. Some guard dog, Wymes thought – about as useful in that regard as his own Scamp. Armitage made a kick at the creature, but it would not be discouraged. Wymes leaned down and tickled the matted fur behind its ears.

         The front door opened and the man they had seen in the kitchen appeared, standing slightly sideways and outlined against the light behind him in the hall. He was large and muscular, more so than he had seemed when seen through the window. There were beige-coloured leather patches sewn onto the elbows and onto the shoulders of his pullover.

         A city slicker, Wymes thought, a weekender playing at being the country gent, or – those shoulder patches – a soldier home on furlough. He doesn’t know what’s about to descend on him and his little idyll, Wymes thought, not 15without a touch of malice, and he immediately felt ashamed.

         The man dropped the butt of his cigarette on the stone step and crushed it under the toe of his shoe. The little dog ran around his ankles in a circle three times, then abruptly sat down, quivering with excitement.

         ‘Hello?’ the man said into the darkness.

         The voice was deep, the tone neutral, unchallenging. He was not worried. He was in his own place, standing proprietorially in his own doorway. Again Wymes felt a pang of foreboding.  Something,  he  knew,  something  really  was coming to upend this man’s world, something, to be exact, in a blue blazer, shiny shoes and white socks with grass-green stains on them.

         The man spoke again.

         ‘Can I help you?’

         Armitage stepped forward, into the crooked parallelogram of yellow light falling from the doorway onto the cobbles with the man’s shadow framed in it.

         ‘Sorry to intrude like this,’ he said. ‘Bit of bother – I seem to have lost the missus.’

         The man peered more closely at him, and Wymes thought he saw a look of startled recognition cross his face.

         ‘Your wife?’

         ‘I think she might have drowned herself,’ Armitage said. ‘Pretty sure she did, actually. Or fell in, if not.’

         He sounded oddly unfocused, as if the real matter were not the missing woman, but something else, some other matter off to the side.

         ‘Good God,’ the man in the doorway said, but he too seemed distracted, and puzzled in some way. 16

         Armitage introduced himself – ‘Armitage, Ronnie Armitage’ – and held out a hand. The man looked at it as if he didn’t know what it was.

         ‘Drowned, you say?’ he said. ‘You think she drowned, your wife?’

         ‘So it seems. I mean, that’s how it looks. I searched and searched, but not a sign. So it’s a fair bet she went into the water. Poor thing. Very dark, down on that shore.’

         Wymes came forward now, edging Armitage aside.

         ‘Have you a phone?’ he asked of the man.

         ‘A phone?’

         ‘Yes, a telephone. To call for help. For assistance.’

         The woman had appeared at the far end of the hall, and stood there, still holding up the wooden spoon, sceptre-like.

         ‘What is it, Charles?’ she asked.

         Charles. Just a name, a perfectly ordinary name, yet it sounded unnatural, somehow, uttered like this, sharply, in a South Dublin accent, here, with the night all round and the man standing with his back to the light and the cobbles gleaming. Charles, in his ribbed green jumper with its neatly applied patches, and Mrs Charles, almost as tall as her husband, slim, attractively flat-chested, with an oval face, a fine thin nose and vivid jade-green eyes. The perfect couple, Wymes thought, seeing the words in print, as in the headline above a photograph accompanying a crime report.

         ‘It seems there’s been an accident,’ Charles said to his wife, not turning to her, but still facing Armitage, and staring at him as if mesmerised. ‘Someone has drowned.’

         ‘Good God,’ the woman said, echoing her husband, and sounding, as he had, not so much shocked as puzzled. To 17Wymes, it seemed more than ever as if the whole thing had been rehearsed beforehand, and that everyone was acting, himself included.

         ‘Come in,’ said the man, and he turned aside, lifting a hand with the palm turned upwards. ‘Get out, you!’ he snapped suddenly, in a hardened voice. The little dog whined and slunk out at the door.

         ‘It’s all right, Raggles,’ the woman said, and the dog cast back at her an accusing glance and went off into the darkness.

         ‘Please, come in,’ the man said again, almost vexedly. ‘The name’s Ruddock, by the way.’ He was addressing Wymes. ‘And this’ – indicating the woman – ‘this is Charlotte, my wife. I’m Charles and she’s Charlotte. Everyone laughs.’ He had a big man’s slightly shambling walk. Halfway along the hall, he stopped and turned to Armitage. ‘By the way – how did you get here?’

         ‘Eh?’ Armitage said, blinking.

         He was taking everything in with the keenest interest, the bog-oak hall table, the wood-framed mirror, the backing of which was crumbled to a yellowed laciness around the edges, the red and grey floor tiles. He was humming to himself, making a low, buzzing sound. He ran his fingers along the stippled Anaglypta wallpaper below the dado rail.

         ‘How do you come to be here?’ Ruddock asked again.

         ‘Car,’ Armitage answered. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. ‘It’s sitting in the middle of your field, back there, where Dee abandoned it, and me along with it – charmed, dear lady,’ he broke off to say to Ruddock’s wife, proffering a hand and assuming an oleaginous expression, more a leer 18than a smile, the corners of his thin, whitish lips stretched out and up at each side and almost reaching his earlobes. Yes, very like a clown, Wymes thought.

         Mrs Ruddock juggled the wooden spoon and took his hand, and quickly let go of it again, as if it were hot, or slimy, or both. Wymes noticed that she was barefoot. Her feet looked strange to his already confused eye. They weren’t like feet at all. They could be a pair of undersea creatures, tentacled, unnaturally white, yet pretty in their eerie, unearthly way.

         He paused at the hall table, on which a telephone stood. But already the others had gone on, into the kitchen, and he had no choice but to follow them – he wasn’t going to take it on himself to summon help. Remember, he told himself, you have no business being here, no business at all. It wasn’t his wife who was missing.

         And it couldn’t be, since there was no Mrs Wymes. There never had been, and never would be. Mrs Denton Wymes – what a thought! It almost made him laugh. For a second, there rose up before him the image of a giantess, mottled of arm and muscled of leg, with bulging breasts and a pair of hips the size of a dresser, a creature painted, curled and corseted, exuding moist warmth and an overpowering odour, bearing down on him glassily, irresistible as a ship’s figurehead. Faugh.

         The kitchen was tiny, square, low-ceilinged. It reminded him of the illustrations in a book his mother used to read to him from when he was a little boy. Winnie-the-Pooh, was it, or the one about rabbits, by that woman? The neat and cosy look of everything – the broad squat black range, the checked curtains, that vase of chrysanthemums on the scrubbed wooden table – seemed false, somehow, seemed fake. It was as if someone had arranged it all and then discreetly withdrawn, 19leaving the place to this tall, rangy couple with their drawling accents, their casual but expensive clothes, their undisguised, lazy air of privilege and languid disdain. Or not a picture book, no. Yet again, he had a sense of theatre. The room was a stage set, and these people the players acting on it.

         But then the thought came to him, bringing with it a mild shock, that he and the Ruddocks, this Charles and his Charlotte, were of the same class – was not his accent as fruity as theirs, did he not have about him the same aura of privilege, despite everything? – while Armitage was unmistakably the intruder. Just look at the white socks.

         And yet it was Armitage who seemed most at ease, looking about the kitchen as he had looked about the hall, as if he were putting a valuation on the place, with an eye to a possible purchase when the moment was opportune.

         ‘A drink?’ Ruddock asked.

         He had addressed the question to Armitage, bypassing Wymes, as if he were beyond consideration in the matter of alcohol, or anything else. Wymes was accustomed to being thus disregarded. Like an elderly clergyman, say, or a maiden aunt come for a visit at Christmastime.

         ‘Don’t mind if I do,’ Armitage said, eyeing the three-quarters-full bottle of Bushmills on the table.

         Ruddock took down a tumbler from a shelf of the dresser that stood by the sink, turned, then hesitated. He looked at Armitage with his head to one side and one eye half-closed.

         ‘Sure you haven’t been hitting the bottle already?’ he asked, intending it to sound light and humorous, and failing.

         ‘Oh, indeed, I have,’ Armitage said, with the mildness of a man entitled to take offence but declining to do so out of a 20native magnanimity. He tittered. ‘I had a dry sherry on New Year’s Day, like I do every year.’

         Charlotte Ruddock gave a short bark of laughter and then clamped her lips shut and glanced quickly at her husband. She had at last relinquished the wooden spoon, but stayed close by the draining board where she had put it down, as if she felt that at any moment she might have to snatch it up again and wield it in defence of herself or of her husband, or both. She had the look of a woman on whom something was slowly dawning. She glanced from her husband to Armitage and back again, her eyes narrowed.

         There was the smell of stew. The copper pot on the range was making a low rumbling sound.

         It struck Wymes who it was that Ruddock reminded him of. It was a fellow he had known at Oxford – what was his name? – a hearty, of course, and a persecutor of the weaklings below him in the junior classes. Ruddock had the same look of arrogance and calm stupidity, along with an occasional, fleeting frown, as if the thought had crossed his mind that, unlikely as it was, tonight might be the night when one of the many things he knew nothing about and cared nothing for might rear up out of nowhere and put a stop to him, as he made his broad-shouldered, heedless way through the world.

         Armitage accepted the glass of whiskey and took an appreciative sip.

         ‘Of course, as I said to my friend Whymass here, she may just have run off – the missus, I mean.’ He sipped again. ‘Mmm,’ smacking his lips, ‘I do like a drop of’ – here he put on what he imagined was an Irish accent – ‘the craythur.’ He paused, and cocked one eyebrow at Ruddock where he stood 21by the table with the whiskey bottle still in his hand. ‘She didn’t come up here, by any chance?’

         Ruddock stared at him.

         ‘Your wife? Why would she?’

         ‘Oh, you know.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘How women get. Time of the month. March hares. You know.’

         Charlotte Ruddock’s mouth tightened. She turned to Wymes.

         ‘Were you in the car?’ she asked.

         ‘No, no,’ Armitage answered for him. ‘He was just passing by. He’s a fisherman. His dog is locked in.’ He swivelled on the chair and looked up at Wymes. ‘Speaking of which, the bugger will have pissed all over your gaff by now. Maybe you should—’

         ‘There’s a phone in the hall,’ Charlotte Ruddock said, clipped and cold. ‘You can call the Guards and tell them your wife is missing. The wireless is forecasting high winds tonight.’

         Armitage smiled at her, the sharp pink tip of his tongue pressed to his lower lip. Of the four people in the room, he was the only one sitting down. He seemed thoroughly at his ease, with the tumbler of whiskey in his hand and one bony knee crossed on the other and one foot in its narrow shoe jiggling lightly.

         ‘We’d had a bit of a row, you see,’ he said, to no one in particular. ‘She can be a tartar, when she gets going, our Deirdre. I remember one time—’

         Charlotte Ruddock walked out of the room, her bare soles slapping on the floor tiles. Armitage looked to her husband, then glanced at Wymes again and lifted his eyebrows. 22

         ‘Was it something I said?’ he asked with mock innocence.

         They heard from the hall the sound of the woman cranking the handle of the telephone. After a moment she spoke, but they could not make out the words. Ruddock had still not put down the bottle. It seemed as if he might at any moment hurl it at the wall, if not at someone’s head.

         Wymes looked again from one man to the other. What was going on here? He had the distinct impression that these two knew each other, and, further, that there was something between them, some hidden grudge or grievance. The wife, too, was part of it, he felt. It was as if he had stumbled into the midst of a muted but dangerous quarrel, between distant relations, say, over the contents of a will that had just been read out to them, to their general surprise and dismay. But also there lingered that sense of the theatrical.

         Charlotte Ruddock came back. She stopped in the doorway.

         ‘The Guards are on their way,’ she said, in a voice that was at once tense and toneless. ‘They’re going to call out the lifeboat.’

         She looked at her husband where he stood, bottle in hand, still frowning in that baffled, sulky way. She knew that frown, Wymes could see, knew it all too well.

         There was a soft click, and a door in a far corner of the room that Wymes hadn’t noticed until now began to open slowly, in small, hesitant stages, creaking. He assumed there must be a draught there, since no one seemed to be pushing the handle, but then he looked lower down and saw a child of four or five edging its way into the room.

         Was it a boy or a girl? Wymes couldn’t tell at first. The mite was dressed in a loose white shirt – it was a miniature version 23of the woman’s smock – black velvet knickerbockers, white ankle socks and neat little shoes of dark-pink suede, complete with brass buckles.

         ‘Heard people talking.’

         It was a boy’s voice.

         He was a creature of ethereal, of unnatural, beauty. Yellow tresses, like polished gold, framed a small, heart-shaped face. The lips had the curve of Cupid’s bow, the huge eyes were deep-blue and glossy. A tiny, perfect Grecian nose descended in a straight line from a flawless brow. He stood there, this tiny immaculate creature, taking in the adults one by one, as if they were strangers to him every one, but not at all threatening, and of no particular interest.

         None of the four people before him stirred or spoke – even Armitage, sitting at the table with his knobbly knees crossed and the whiskey glass forgotten in his hand, was silenced for the moment. Then, suddenly, he roused himself.

         ‘Why, if it isn’t the Little Lord Fauntleroy!’ he crowed.

         And laughed his squeaky laugh.

         Wymes, with a pained look, was blinking rapidly. He felt himself to be – dear Christ, no – on the verge of tears.

         Outside, a gust of wind struck the house a large soft blow. The gale that was forecast was coming on. 24
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         The Garda sergeant’s name was Crowley. Thomas Crowley, known as Toss. Toss Crowley was well known in the neighbourhood. He was not a tall man, but he was wide, and looked as if he had been carved from Galway granite.

         He had been a Civic Guard since the force was set up, and should be retired by now, but no one, it seemed, could work up the courage to tell him it was time to go. Over the years he had been stationed at a number of Garda barracks up and down the country, never staying long in any of them, since his rough and often violent way with suspects resulted in frequent, hurried transfers.

         In the Civil War he had fought with de Valera’s crowd, and had a reputation as a crack shot. There were rumours he had been involved in the assassination of Michael Collins, de Valera’s one-time ally and later opponent. Maybe he was, and maybe he wasn’t. Toss Crowley was not a man to share a secret.

         When Wymes heard the dog barking outside and saw the familiar figure shouldering his way in at the back door, he turned pale. The two men had a long acquaintance. Crowley came round regularly to the battered old caravan where Wymes was living, with his smile that wasn’t a smile but a sort of knowing smirk. The pretexts for these visits were always flimsy. He checked repeatedly that Wymes had a licence for 26Scamp, mentioning darkly that a dog with the same markings had been spotted worrying sheep. He would bring him forms to sign, about things that had nothing to do with him, the control of noxious weeds, or the leakage of contaminants into the water supply, or new restrictions on the lighting of fires in cornfields to burn off weeds.

         He would stand outside the door of the caravan, with one foot on the step and his Garda cap pushed to the back of his head, making desultory comments between long silences, squinting up at Wymes in the doorway and sucking his teeth at one side. Sometimes he would drop a cigarette butt on the scrap of balding carpet at Wymes’s feet and crush it out with the toe of his boot, and smile that smile, waiting to see what Wymes would do. Wymes never did anything, of course, and Crowley’s smile would turn nastier still.

         Tonight, he had a rumpled aspect. Two of the buttons of his tunic were unfastened, and the knot in one of his shoelaces had come undone. Wymes caught a sour whiff of porter – Crowley was a drinker, though usually he managed to cover up the telltale signs. He would not have expected to be called out this late at night – it was heading for eleven o’clock, and the atmosphere in the kitchen had become increasingly strained. Earlier, Mrs Ruddock had taken the child off to bed and stayed upstairs for a long time, returning only when she heard the wheels of the squad car crunching on the gravel outside, and the little dog barking.

         ‘Evening,’ Toss Crowley said, taking off his cap.

         His close-cropped, grizzled hair glittered with beads of sweat, and the pink of his scalp showed through it. There was stubble on his cheeks and in the cleft of his chin. His glance 27was smeared, and he blinked frequently. He exuded a dampish, cottony odour. Probably he had taken to his bed early, Wymes thought, to sleep off an afternoon session in the pub, and when the station called him he had to struggle up and throw on his uniform.

         Charles Ruddock was still seated at the table, where the by now almost empty bottle of Bushmills stood – it was Armitage who had drunk most of it, after which he had moved to a big old armchair in front of the fireplace, and was sprawled there now, asleep. Someone had thrown a checked woollen blanket over him.

         The sound of Crowley’s voice woke him, and he sat up blearily, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand.

         Now another, younger, Guard appeared in the doorway. He had a long neck and a small head and remarkably large, translucent pink ears that stuck out at right-angles, like the trafficators on a motor car. He was holding his cap nervously in his hand. He glanced shyly about the room.

         ‘Shut the door,’ Crowley growled at him.

         Armitage yawned, the joints in his jaws making a crackling sound. He gave himself a shake and rose unsteadily from the armchair, regarding the sergeant with lively interest. Ruddock too stood up. Crowley was eyeing the whiskey bottle.

         ‘Will you take a cup of tea, Guard?’ Charlotte Ruddock enquired of him, reaching for the kettle. He ignored her.

         ‘Whose wife is it that’s gone missing?’ he asked of the room.

         He looked questioningly at each of the three men in turn. He came to Wymes last, and frowned. He had not registered him until now.

         Armitage stepped forward, a hand extended. 28

         ‘Thank you for coming, constable,’ he said. He glanced pointedly at his watch. ‘Long way, was it? Long drive? Sorry to bring you so far. The name’s Armitage. I’m the one whose missus has gone AWOL.’

         This last he said with a shrug and a lopsided smile, as if losing a wife were a matter of small account, and quite droll, in its way.

         Crowley, allowing his hand to be shaken, looked at him warily. It was plain he did not care for what he saw. An Englishman, too tall and too thin, speaking as if he had a mouthful of marbles. The accent was so refined it had to be phoney. He appeared to be more or less drunk.

         Wymes moved back a careful pace, out of the light of the shaded bulb above the table. He was wondering if he might manage to sidle around the room all the way to the door, keeping to the shadows, his back to the walls, and that way make his escape. Fool! he told himself, hapless fool! You’re here now, and stuck here, and it’s your own fault for stopping at that bloody car.

         ‘The thing is, it seems there’s been some sort of accident,’ Charles Ruddock said. He was standing with the steepled fingers of one hand braced on the tabletop and the other hand on his hip. ‘My wife explained it to whoever it was she spoke to on the phone. This man’ – indicating Armitage with a lift of his chin – ‘as he says, thinks his wife may have drowned. Or run off, or something.’

         The furrows in Toss Crowley’s brow deepened.

         ‘Are you related?’ he asked suspiciously.

         ‘Sorry?’ Ruddock was frowning too. ‘You mean—?’

         ‘I mean,’ Crowley said, ‘is this man’ – he turned to Armitage and redirected his words at him – ‘are you a family member?’ 29

         ‘Oh, no,’ Armitage said, and this time laughed, as if the possibility of his being related to anyone here were the unlikeliest thing in the world. ‘Not at all, not at all.’

         His eyes shone glassily, and there was a small pink circular spot over each of his cheekbones. He should be footless, Wymes thought, after all the whiskey he had downed, but instead he seemed only excited, to the point of feverishness. It was how he had seemed earlier, when he came wading up through the meadow in the twilight, calling out, and waving his arm like a drowning man. What was the matter with the fellow? Was he unhinged in some way?

         Crowley undid the button of the breast pocket of his tunic and brought out a dog-eared notebook with a black oilcloth cover.

         ‘Can we start at the start,’ he said. He looked Charles Ruddock up and down, as if he intended to make a sketch of him in his notebook. ‘You’re the householder, are you?’

         ‘Yes. Ruddock. Charles Ruddock. This is my wife.’

         Charlotte Ruddock did not look at her husband. She was still by the range. It was, Wymes thought, as if an invisible aura kept drawing her back to that spot, and held her there, like an enchanted maiden in a fairy tale. Crowley had turned to speak to her, but now looked past her, frowning, to where the pin-headed young Guard hovered, a silhouette against the light from the hall.

         ‘Didn’t I tell you to shut that door?’ he snapped. ‘Are you deaf, or what?’

         ‘Sorry, sarge,’ the Guard stammered, then corrected himself – ‘sorry, sir. It’s stuck, or something.’

         ‘It’s warped shut,’ Charlotte Ruddock remarked indifferently. 30‘Like most things in this place,’ she said, glancing at her husband.

         Armitage had fetched his glass from where he had left it standing on the mantelpiece, and now he approached the table and put out a hand eagerly towards the whiskey bottle. Ruddock grabbed it by the neck and drew it out of his reach.

         ‘Don’t you think you’ve had enough?’ he said. Armitage lifted again that overly mobile eyebrow. ‘You seem to be forgetting about your missing wife.’

         ‘Oh, no,’ Armitage said, on a note almost of gaiety, ‘the darling one is ever in my thoughts.’

         Toss Crowley was looking from one of them to the other. He was plainly baffled. He turned to Wymes.

         ‘And you,’ he said, ‘what are you doing here?’

         Before Wymes could answer, Armitage lifted a hand in a sweeping flourish and said, ‘This, constable, is my Good Samaritan. I met him back there’ – he gestured towards the window with his other hand, twiddling his fingers – ‘there on the side of the hill, when I—’

         ‘Whose is that car down there,’ Crowley demanded, cutting him off, ‘the one parked in the middle of the field?’

         Armitage heaved an exaggerated sigh.

         ‘That’s what I’m trying to tell you, constable.’

         ‘Stop calling me constable. I’m a Garda sergeant. You’re not in England now.’

         ‘Sorry, sorry.’ He swallowed, giving a sort of gulp. ‘The car is mine. Well, it’s my wife’s.’

         ‘What’s it doing there?’ Crowley turned to Ruddock. ‘What’s his car doing in your field?’ Ruddock looked at him with lofty disdain and said nothing. Crowley turned to the 31young Guard. ‘Dessie, go down and have a look at that vehicle. And stay by it, in case Mrs – in case the woman comes back.’

         There was a search then for a flashlight. In the end, Ruddock went out and fetched one from the garage. It was a big bulky thing shaped like a flat iron, with a plastic handle. Dessie the Guard set off into the night, a white beam dancing before him like a will-o’-the-wisp.

         Suddenly, Charlotte Ruddock spoke.

         ‘Look, shouldn’t there be a search party, or something? We can’t just stand here doing nothing.’

         Her voice was constricted, as if an invisible cord had been pulled tight around her throat. Wymes watched her. She seemed in a fury, one she must have been working herself into, unnoticed by anyone, as she stood trapped there in her magicked circle by the range.

         Sweat had oozed up now on Toss Crowley’s forehead, and on his upper lip. He produced the stub of an indelible pencil, licked the tip of it and turned over a blank page in his notebook. He made to write something, but stopped. He turned to Ruddock with an almost pleading air.

         ‘This man’ – he turned his grizzled head in Armitage’s direction – ‘he’s a friend of yours, then, is he?’

         ‘No, no. He just appeared at the door. He and – he and this person.’

         Wymes took a further soft step backwards. Oh, if only he could melt through the wall and be gone. The sense of fore-boding he had first felt on the hillside when he heard Armitage call out to him was creeping steadily, coldly, along his veins. He couldn’t go back to prison – no, no, he couldn’t go back there. Last time, he had been beaten up three times – the last 32time, he had got two broken ribs and a dislocated jaw and black and yellow bruises the size of saucers all over his chest and his back. Another stint inside would be the end of him. He would do himself in, if one of his tormentors didn’t do it for him first.

         ‘All right,’ Crowley said, and he wiped the side of an index finger across his upper lip. ‘Sit down here at the table, all of you, and we’ll try to get this thing straight.’

         He was breathing heavily, and his movements were clumsy. He’s out of his depth here, Wymes thought, and furthermore is badly in need of a drink.

         Charlotte Ruddock stamped her foot.

         ‘Isn’t someone going to do something?’ she as good as shrieked. ‘For God’s sake!’

         There was a moment of silence, then from upstairs came a faint, querulous cry, light as a thread of cobweb floating down upon the air.

         ‘Christ,’ the woman muttered, ‘now we’ve woken the child.’

         
            *

         

         It was close to midnight when Toss Crowley licked the tip of his pencil for the last time and went through the motions of making a final entry in his notebook, then put it away in his breast pocket and did up the button. The wind now was pummelling the house and making the window frames rattle. Armitage, in the midst of telling his story, had broken down and wept for ‘my darling Dee’. His tears, Wymes could see, sprang less from sorrow than from the effect of the alcohol he had consumed.

         Charlotte Ruddock had gone upstairs to tend to her son, and had not returned. 33

         Her husband was seated at the table again, upright and watchful. He had the air of a sentry on the battlements waiting for the first flare to shoot up, signalling the start of the siege. He was holding on to the neck of the Bushmills bottle as if it were the barrel of a musket. He kept his eye on Armitage, with what seemed a continuing, puzzled surmise.

         There was, there was something between these two men, Wymes was certain of it, some angry, bitter, rivalrous thing.

         He had a sense of the night crouched outside the windows like a sleek dark animal, attending with an animal’s indifference upon the lamplit human scene within.

         Toss Crowley had gone out to the hall to phone the barracks in Wicklow. The people in the kitchen listened to him asking if the lifeboat had returned yet, and if there had been any trace of the woman. After some moments he came back into the room and glared in turn at Wymes, at Ruddock and at Armitage, as if they were all three equally to blame for everything.

         ‘Go on,’ he said to Armitage, ‘take yourself off home. Leave me your number. When there’s news, I’ll call you.’

         Armitage blinked, then shook his head.

         ‘No,’ he said, ‘no, I’m not going anywhere until Deirdre is found. I won’t leave her.’ He gave a loud, accusatory sniffle. ‘She’s somewhere out there in the dark, all on her own – how could I go?’

         Ruddock had not spoken for some time. Now, he said: ‘The pub down the road has a room to let. He can lodge there for the night.’

         Armitage gave him a wounded look.

         ‘You want me to check myself into some dosshouse, at this hour?’ 34

         Crowley turned on Wymes an almost complicit glance. Could it be the man’s eyelid fluttered, in something like a wink? There would be, Wymes realised, with bitter amusement, no talk of dog licences this night. In certain circumstances, even the most unlikely ally will do.
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