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INTRODUCTION


 


Another fruitful year has passed by in the world of British crime and mystery fiction, which has witnessed the end of Ian Rankin’s wildly popular Inspector Rebus Edinburgh-set series, as well as the Crime Writers’ Association annual Dagger awards’ achievement of a major new sponsor and television exposure, which should provide the genre with much increased visibility.


But, in the world of crime, you never say never, as the return of Sherlock Holmes from his fall at the Reichenbach Falls once ably demonstrated, and I’m most proud, in this seventh volume of our own series, to lead off with a brand new Inspector Morse story by Colin Dexter, years after the demise of the legendary Oxford cop. In addition, Val McDermid closes the book with a new tale featuring her main character Dr Tony Hill. And a genuine pleasure it is to be able to feature these much-loved characters.


A sterling year, then.


The health, vigour and imagination of the field in the UK continues to amaze me, and after poring through magazines, anthologies, newspapers, the internet and beyond, I have again been confronted by an embarrassment of fictional choices for this selection. Many writers make a welcome return but I am also pleased to greet the arrival of those authors who have not graced our pages before. They include established writers whose reputation needs no introduction: Sophie Hannah, Peter James, Tom Cain, Paul Johnston, Barbara Nadel, Barry Maitland and, from the fantasy field, the estimable Simon R. Green – accompanied on this occasion by another talented genre transfuge who makes a second appearance in the series, Jon Courtenay Grimwood – with also still relatively unknown newcomers such as Bernie Crosthwaite, Marc Werner, Kate Horsley and Tony Black.


Alongside them are many recidivists, British writers who make it a wonderful habit to contribute to our cornucopia of outstanding crime and mystery stories on a fairly regular basis and are most definitely worthy of being listed amongst the best: (in no particular order) John Harvey, Christopher Fowler, Ken Bruen, Alexander McCall Smith, Peter Robinson, Peter Lovesey, Amy Myers, Adrian Magson, Kate Ellis, Peter Turnbull, Simon Levack, Natasha Cooper, Robert Barnard, Judith Cutler, Edward Marston, Brian McGilloway, Allan Guthrie, Sally Spedding and Kevin Wignall. In addition, we also are pleased to offer a spot to established authors who’ve never before climbed aboard our ongoing project, such as Bill Kirton, Steve Mosby, Sarah Rayne and Mick Herron. A powerful line-up, I think you will agree, and none disappoint.


Ingenious plots, mysteries, thrills, puzzles, memorable characters, much food for thought and brilliant storytelling in both cosy and hardboiled moods – as ever, the crime and mystery short story has it all.


It’s been another delightfully criminal year to remember.


Maxim Jakubowski




MR E. MORSE, BA OXON (FAILED)


Colin Dexter


 


In summer 2008 I returned to the UK after teaching for many years in the USA, having now been appointed Ancient History tutor at Lonsdale College, Oxford. Only then did I learn, with sadness, of the death, several years earlier, of the man with whom in 1968 I had spent one year in undergraduate digs in North Oxford – a man who remains a legend in the Thames Valley Police Force: Chief Inspector E. Morse. The Bursar of Lonsdale had decided to collect, in book form, a series of articles and anecdotes about the great man, and he invited me to contribute my own chief memory of him. For obvious reasons, I have changed the names of those principally concerned (except for myself and Morse) together with the house and the road of which I shall write. My memory of the incident that occurred there is still very vivid, and I have tried, for example, to recapture the spirit of the original dialogue by frequent use of direct quotation marks, although such a practice can only afford approximate, not verbatim, records of the conversations reported.


WE HAD FIRST met, both aged eighteen, in November 1967 when sitting the Oxford Entrance examinations. Physically Morse was of medium height, with a palish, slightly dolichocephalic face, and full light-brown hair, with the merest hint of ginger. Mentally, as I realized from the beginning, he had an extraordinarily gifted and subtle brain. We spoke together after leaving a three-hour English essay stint in the examination room. The paper we had tackled had given us all a wide range of topics, arranged in vaguely alphabetical order: Assyrian Archaeology; Buddhist Beliefs; County Boundaries and so on.


“Ye gods!” I said. “I couldn’t write more than a couple of relevant sentences on any of them. Could you?”


“One or two of them, I suppose.”


“Which one did you choose?”


“County Boundaries.”


“Honestly? What do you know about them?”


“Nothing. I wrote about cricket.”


“You must know a lot about cricket!”


“Very very little,” Morse said, with a grin.


I knew at that point that some of us have been given a fifth gear in life, and that some others of us haven’t. And it was no surprise to me to learn later on that Morse had been awarded a Major Scholarship in Classics at Lonsdale College – where we met each other again at the Michaelmas Term Freshers’ party in October 1968, discovering that we had been allocated digs together in leafy North Oxford.


The childless Mr & Mrs Lloyd, with whom Morse and I spent our first year, lived at The Firs, a largish detached house in Daventry Road, off the Banbury Road, and just below the A40 Ring Road. Truth to tell, the property seemed not so well furbished and furnished as most of its neighbours, but it had plenty of space both inside and out; and Pagan and I each had a fair-sized bed-sit at the rear of the house, with a shared loo-cum-bathroom. Why “Pagan”? Well, it was the soubriquet by which he was known to his fellow undergrads, since it had leaked out that in the “Religion?” section of his University Application form he had written “High-church atheist”. If we had rooms in College (which Morse, as an open scholar, would have for the next three years) we would have profited from the services of a “scout”; but things were quite satisfactory. Mrs Lloyd did virtually everything herself – cleaning, cooking, washing, ironing – and although the loo was not exactly given regular five-star treatment, we agreed not to complain. Mr Lloyd was a rather superior car-salesman at a Banbury Road garage, but his real pride and joy were the lawns at the back and front of the house which he treated (well, so I thought) with rather more affection than he did his wife; and most weekends saw him marching up and down with the lawn-mower. How did we all get on together? Pretty well, really. I took the majority of my lunches and dinners in the College Hall; Pagan, just dinners, preferring a liquid lunch in one of the city-centre hostelries. On Sundays, however, we had a regular lunch with the Lloyds, and one such occasion I recall with unusual clarity.


There were just the three of us, since Mr Lloyd was away in London at some jumbo second-hand car sale: just Pagan, myself, and Mrs Lloyd – she looking particularly attractive; and I swear I noticed Pagan glancing appreciatively more than once at the décolletage of her skimpy white blouse, its top button (by accident or design, I know not) left rather provocatively unfastened. When after the main course she had returned to the kitchen, Pagan asked:


“What’s your favourite present-participle in the English language, Philip?”


For once, I was ready for him: “I’d go for ‘bird-hatching’”, I think. Remember when Tess sets off for the Vale of the Great Dairies? ‘On a thyme-scented, bird-hatching morning in May …’ Lovely sentence.”


Morse nodded. “Chapter sixteen, isn’t it?”


But I was not prepared to congratulate my friend on his knowledge of Hardy’s novels. Instead, I asked him what his own choice would be.


“I’ll go for ‘unbuttoning’,” he said quietly, as Mrs Lloyd came in with the stewed plums and custard.


I mention this incident for a reason the reader may soon appreciate. Each week in term-time, either on the Monday or the Tuesday, Morse would receive a pale-blue envelope, its flap always firmly sellotaped, from someone in Lincolnshire. Morse never mentioned her – for of course it was a “her”! – not even her Christian name, although I did eventually learn it. Oh, yes!


During our first few weeks as co-lodgers, only one thing was a matter of initial discord. Morse had an ancient portable gramophone, on which continually, and sometimes continuously, he played highlights from Wagner’s Ring Cycle. I would myself have preferred the Beatles to Brünnhilde; but after Morse had one day given me a tutorial on the story and structure of that extraordinary work, fairly soon I began to appreciate, and later to love it. As Morse had explained: Wagner’s music was never half as bad as it sounded.


We were both reading Classics, a four-year course, requiring success in two major public examinations: “Mods” after two years; “Greats” after a further two. Mods involved, mainly, translation from Greek and Latin, and composition into those languages. In these particular skills, Morse was paramount, having the facility to read each language with the fluency and speed of an average English ten-year-old following the fortunes of his favourite football team. On the other hand, Greats was centred more generally upon the history and philosophy of Greece and Rome, neither of which areas kindled much interest in Morse’s mind. What fascinated him was the study of the manuscripts of the classical authors, frequently corrupted in their transmission to future generations. He fervently believed that if only he was given the chance of considering many of the puzzling problems in these fields, he would usually make some better sense of virtually anything, like his great hero in life, A. E. Housman. It was so often a bit like making sense of a story where many of the key facts have been misreported and muddled up.


Like this one.


I had not seen much of Morse during the Michaelmas Term of our second year in Oxford. Although I was myself still with the Lloyds, he now had rooms in College; and in any case his former accommodation was in the slow process of some refurbishment. He had, I suspect, attended no more than two or three lectures in the latter half of that term; and although we occasionally sat together in Hall, we now appeared to be going very much our separate ways. Yet we did meet one morning in mid-December at the Gardenia Café in Cornmarket, quite unexpectedly, since coffee was hardly his favourite a.m. beverage. We chatted briefly, expressing mutual surprise that neither of us would be spending Christmas at home. I explained that my parents were on a Saga cruise in the Med, and that in any case I really ought to catch up on some much needed study.


Morse had nodded. He had helped me considerably during our first year together, and was clearly aware of my limitations.


“And you’re staying with Helen?” he’d asked.


It seemed to me surprising that he’d referred to Mrs Lloyd by her first name – something I myself had never dared to do.


“Yes,” I said. “But I’m going to Coventry for a couple of days just before Christmas. What about you?”


He had ever been reticent about his home, his parents, his siblings (if any), although I knew his father was a taxi-driver. And now, too, he was as vague as usual:


“Staying in college or burying my head in the Bodley,” he said, tapping the two books beside his empty coffee-cup: The Oxford Text of Homer, and Autenrieth’s Homeric Dictionary.


“I thought the College was closed over Christmas.”


“Only the 22nd to the 26th. I’ve booked in at The Randolph those nights.”


“Well, well. Not many of us could afford that.”


He got to his feet and picked up his books.


“Dad’s had a win on the gee-gees, Philip. And,” he spoke very quietly, “if I can be of any help again …”


“Thank you,” I said, equally quietly, feeling strangely moved by his offer, perhaps because I’d noticed a certain sadness in his eyes as he turned to leave.


I’d noticed something else, too – no doubt about it! Acting presumably as a book-mark in the Oxford Text, there was an envelope, a pale-blue envelope. And I knew who that was from. Or, as he would have said, “from whom that was”.


I was to see no more of Morse until much nearer Christmas.


On December 22 I left Oxford by rail for Coventry, where one of my best pals had arranged a party that evening – girls included, me included – and had invited me to stay overnight at his home. I was anticipating the outing with relish; but as I returned to Oxford earlyish the following morning, I was feeling sorely disappointed. The girl I was looking forward to seeing again … Augh! Forget it! I could only recall Jane Austen’s observation that often it was the expectation of happiness which turned out to be better than the thing itself. Anyway, I’d soon be seeing Mrs Lloyd again, although my expectations in that quarter were sadly very low.


I took a taxi from the railway station, and as I stood outside The Firs taking out my wallet, I saw immediately that something was terribly wrong. Twenty or so feet of the recently creosoted fence which ran along the front of the wide property were down, lying flat, smashed and splintered across the lawn. And clearly the stout left-hand gatepost had received a hefty bash from something, and was now leaning drunkenly a good many degrees from the vertical. As for the precious front lawn itself? Oh dear! It was churned up with sundry indentations, and criss-crossed with tyre-marks, reminiscent of an aerial photograph of the railway-tracks at Crewe station.


“What on earth …?”


I began, turning to the driver.


“Dunno, mate. Some drunken sod, I s’pose.”


“You hadn’t noticed it before?”


“Wasn’t out yesterday, was I? Shoppin’ with the missus for Christmas.”


For a few seconds after he had gone I stood staring at the mutilated lawn, but noticed that Mrs Lloyd’s red Mini was standing in its usual place, apparently undamaged, in front of the equally undamaged doors of the double garage. Of Mr Lloyd’s old Rolls Royce, which was normally parked alongside, there was no sign. I slowly walked halfway up the drive, and stopped. Pretty obviously the intruder had driven in, managed to stop, and promptly reversed out again. QED. I turned back towards the house, and there, framed in the doorway, stood the slim figure of Mrs Lloyd.


Five minutes later, we were sitting opposite each other at the kitchen table, and as she passed over my coffee, for a few seconds her delicate fingers rested upon my wrist – magical moments! – before looking at me steadily with sad, sad eyes, and told me the story.


On the previous evening she had been alone in the house. Jeff had been picked up at about 7 p.m. to go to a Christmas party in Linton Road. His own car was in for something to do with the gaskets, she thought – whatever they were. She had been watching a sit-com on TV; and, yes, she had heard some sort of bang or crash at about 9.30 p.m. But it hadn’t worried her much – probably the temperamental central-heating, or a firework perhaps. Anyway, she’d kept watching the rather good programme until the news at 10 p.m. Jeff had promised (almost!) to be home by just after 11 p.m., and she decided to go upstairs to bed. But before doing so, she’d put the light on in the front porch (for Jeff to find the keyhole!) and stepped outside to make sure she’d locked the Mini. “And you’ve seen, Philip, what’s happened! Some – drunken – irresponsible – vandal – has …”


Twin tears, like a pair of synchronized Olympic divers, were slowly sliding down her cheeks.


I reached forward and put my hand over her wrist – knowing immediately that I had overstepped the mark, for she withdrew her hand, got to her feet, dabbed her eyes, and blew her nose noisily as she reached for the kettle again.


“Did you ring the police?” I asked.


She shook her head: “Not then, no. The duty bobbies would all be out breathalizing the boozers.”


“Let’s just hope they breathalized that wretched man—”


“Or woman, perhaps.”


“I wish you had rung the police immediately, though,” said a new voice – that of Jeff Lloyd, who now stood at the kitchen door, unshaven, with slightly bloodshot eyes, wearing a pair of grubby beige trousers, and a new-looking flat cap, appearing more like a council road-sweeper than his usual smart-suited self, and carrying a pair of gardening gloves. He poured himself a coffee and came to stand behind his wife. “I mustn’t blame the old girl, though, and I don’t blame her. My fault, Philip,” he said, “not Helen’s. It’s shock, you know, at the time. It dis orientates you. If only I’d got in earlier …”


“Anyway,” Helen said as she turned round to look up at his tall figure, “we did ring this morning, didn’t we?” Then she turned to me: “Said they’d be round asap.”


Jeff Lloyd grinned weakly: “Probably early in the New Year!” He swallowed his coffee quickly and kissed his wife on the top of her head. “I’m just going to nip down to the garage. Tom’s promised to try to fix the Rolls, bless him, so I’ll need your car, darling.” Helen dipped into her handbag for the keys, and he was gone.


I wondered, yet again, what she saw in that man. I’d read recently that seventy-five per cent of American women would willingly marry just for money, and perhaps it was the same with English women. And in this case, what if she had the money? That would make things even worse. But a few kindly words can go a long way; and a minute later he put his head round the door:


“Hope you’ll still be joining us for Christmas dinner, Philip?”


I waited until I heard the front door slam, and the Mini spurt into life.


“Won’t he be back to talk to the police?” I asked.


“They couldn’t say when they’d come, and in any case he couldn’t tell them anything. He wasn’t here. Forget it, Philip! But if he’s not here when the boys in blue decide to arrive, will you be prepared to stand by and give me a bit of moral support?”


I nodded happily.


It was half an hour later when the boy (singular) in blue appeared on the semi-tidied gravel drive, and when Mrs Lloyd called me through to the lounge, where for a few moments we watched the single policeman, in a black-and-white checkered hat, standing importantly beside what had formally been a splendidly carved gate, writing something with a stubby pencil on a clip-boarded sheet of paper. And a minute or so later, the three of us were standing on the front-doorstep, where our investigating officer introduced himself as Constable Watson – not exactly the best of omens! Perhaps subconsciously I had envisaged someone named “Holmes”, carrying a bucket full of plaster of Paris, duly to be poured into the (admittedly) adulterated indentations of the tyre-marks. But Watson had no bucket. For myself, I could still imagine Holmes, after the merest glance, announcing to an astonished Watson the manufacturer of the tyres, their approximate mileage, and, in all likelihood, the make of the vehicle responsible.


Fanciful foolishness, of course, because Constable Watson, after a cursory look at the lawn, seemed to have reached an investigative conclusion:


“Made a bit of a mess of your lawn, hasn’t it, Mrs Lloyd?”


“Not done much good to the fence, either!”


“Hope you’re insured on that, madam?”


“Yes.” She proceeded to recount her story, and one or two notes were added on the clipboard.


“Would the neighbours have seen or heard anything?”


Mrs Lloyd shrugged. “We’ve not asked, I’m afraid. You have to be in North Oxford for about ten years before you speak much to your neighbours.”


Watson had clearly finished with his clipboard, and now held it by his side in his right hand whilst he removed his cap and scratched his head with the other. “Look, I ought to come clean with you, madam, and tell you that I very much doubt we shall ever have the faintest idea who was responsible for all this.”


“Really, Constable? But you’d be quite wrong, you know. You see, I know exactly who was responsible for this wanton vandalism.”


These were just about the most surprising words I’d ever expected to hear.


She re-opened the front door, reached behind the coat-stand, and picked up an object which she now held in front of her. “This, officer, is a whopping great clue for you. It’s the number-plate, without a shadow of a doubt, which was knocked off the front of the vehicle whose owner decided to visit me last night – and who had not called in for a pre-Christmas sherry!”


Watson at last found his voice. “Thank you very much, madam. That may well be of some considerable value in our enquiries.” He reached forward, but Mrs Lloyd drew it back from his intended grasp.


“No! My husband is in the car-business himself, and he’s advised me to keep it here. He knows a great deal about car accidents, and any physical evidence required by insurance companies. Make a note of it by all means, of course, but I’m keeping it here, understood? I’m certain that you’ll have little difficulty in finding the matching miscreant … And a happy Christmas to you, officer!”


I confess to feeling sympathy with Constable Watson as for the last time he reached for his stubby pencil, and slowly and with great care, transcribed the number on to his clip-boarded sheet:


54LLY D


Was it just a coincidence that the four letters on the plate virtually spelled out the surname of the troubled householders?


“Well?” said Mrs Lloyd after the door had closed on our detective. “Hardly the brightest wattage bulb in the Thames Valley Force … I just wish your pal, Pagan, was here – be good to have him around, and he’d probably invent some weird and wonderful tale for us … Perhaps I should ring him, Philip? He is in Oxford, you told me.”


“Yep. Not in College, though – that’s virtually closed down completely from the 22nd to the 26th. Just a single porter in the Lodge, and I believe he’s booked in at The Randolph, is Pagan.”


“Alongside booze and books in the bar, like as not!”


“I suppose so.”


“Funny, isn’t it? Never seems to have much effect on him, booze. Not like me! Couple of glasses of red plonk, and I’m a tipsy little girl again. He once told me that too many double Scotches usually gave him single vision.”


I let it go. Truth to tell, I was a bit miffed she hadn’t told me earlier about the number-plate; and when she asked me if baked beans would be OK for a spot of lunch, I decided to leave her to it. But not before asking her one question:


“Where did you find the number-plate?”


“Just behind the gate-post, in the hydrangea patch. Jeff saw it when he started clearing up.”


At the door I hesitated: “Would you like me to ring Pagan and …”


“… put him in the picture? I’d like that very much, yes.”


In the early afternoon I heard the phone ringing in the front lounge; and very soon Jeff Lloyd pushed his head round my door. “For you, Philip: Doctor Russell Hughes, he says. Not being rusticated, are we?” He grinned, and I followed him up the passage.


Dr Hughes, the Mods tutor at Lonsdale, was supervising both Morse and myself, and I’d found him a kindly and learned soul. He was so sorry to disturb me during the vac, etc; he wasn’t sure if I could help, etc; but … The burden of his call was as follows: Morse had a brilliant mind – probably the best he’d known in a decade; but the standard of some of his recent work, which he was at that very moment marking, was sadly far below expectations. Did I know any reason why this should be? Disappointments, illness, girlfriends, family, drugs, booze? I had no cause to lie to Dr Hughes – not at that point anyway – and I told him that I hadn’t the faintest idea. He then told me what he saw as the stark truth of the matter: if Morse went on like this, he wouldn’t even finish up with a “pass” degree, let alone a pedestrian third. And if I could in any way help, etc. With almost complete honesty, I told him that I would try very hard to do so. He gave me his direct home telephone-number, and rang off.


The only thing I had not referred to was Morse’s sympathy with the widespread disillusionment and dissent of so many of his University peers. But although he attended a good many lengthy protest meetings, the only sign I witnessed of any active participation was in the Hilary Term when I observed him marching – silently – at the rear of a large and vociferous demonstration against the Vietnam war. Perhaps, at heart, he was a crypto-pacifist. But that was a personal matter, and no concern of Dr Hughes.


During that telephone conversation I had been looking around the lounge again: furniture, photographs, bookshelves, pictures; and on the lower surface of the coffee-table I spied two books a-top each other: the dark-blue hardbacked Oxford Text of Homer; and the paperbacked Homeric Dictionary. Inside the former was a slim envelope, a pale-blue envelope, addressed, in handwriting I recognized only too readily, to E. Morse Esq.


How on earth did those books get …?


Jeff Lloyd, still in his gardening cap, was coming down the stairs as I made for my room.


“Finished on the phone, Philip?”


“Yep – all yours.”


“Nothing, er, serious?”


“No. Just reminding me I’d promised him an essay on Virgil before Christmas,” I lied.


“Fancy a coffee?” called Mrs Lloyd, as I walked past the kitchen, where she was making mince-pies. I went into the kitchen, sat down, and put the two books on the table.


“These are Pagan’s,” I said simply.


“Ah, yes, I remember. I found them in his room when the decorators came in. I keep trying to remember …” she lied. “Anyway I’m going to have a bath and a lie-down. Don’t you think I deserve it?”


That day, all roads it seemed, were leading to Morse, and I went along with the traffic.


“And don’t you bother your head – I’ll ring Pagan.”


“Today, perhaps?” she suggested quietly, as I took my coffee, took the two books, and walked back to an empty lounge.


I rang the College immediately, being told by the solitary porter that they would be open again on the 27th. At least Morse had not lied there.


“Oh dear! It’s Mr Morse I was hoping to—”


The porter interrupted me. “I think I may know where he is, sir.”


I too thought I knew where he was. And indeed, when I got down into Oxford, he was there, seated in the main bar of The Randolph, doing The Times crossword, with an almost empty glass of beer in front of him, alongside a completely empty tumbler of what (I doubted not) had been a whisky chaser.


He looked up at me: “Philip!” He pointed to the glasses: “You’re just in time to replenish things. Make the Glenfiddich a large one, please.”


With a half-pint of beer for myself, I sat opposite him at the round, glass-topped table, and told him simply and succinctly that Mrs Lloyd wanted to see him, adding only that there was no great rush because she was going to have a bath and a lie-down for a while.


Morse’s eyes gleamed as he took a swallow of Scotch: “Lovely stuff! On Olympus they used to call it nectar, you know.”


“Really?”


“Lovely thought, too – Helen in bed! She once told me she always slept in the altogether.”


I could so easily have thrown my beer across his smiling face.


“Do you know what she wants to see me about?”


So I told him all about the felony inflicted on The Firs, and about Helen’s imbecilic interrogation by our vacuous detective. And (what a strange man Morse was) he interrupted only once, querying, with a grin, whether Watson had brought a tape-measure along with him. As a climax to my tale, I took out a postcard on which I had written the details of the give-away number-plate. But Morse seemed strangely unimpressed, merely echoing Watson’s words virtually verbatim: “Could well be of value to police enquiries.”


I raised my eyebrows.


“Could equally well be stolen, though,” continued Morse. “I just hope she had enough nous not to hand it over to your dumb detective.”


He handed back the postcard, and wrote in the final clue in the grid. “Good clue that!


‘It’s nice is scrambled eggs (7)’. Anagram of ‘it’s nice’—”


“Thank you, Pagan! I just thought you’d be interested in knowing why Mrs Lloyd wanted—”


“I am, Philip. And we’ll get a bus this very minute. Well …” he hesitated. “Perhaps we don’t want to find her in the bath, do we?” (Or do we, I wondered.) “Time for one for the bus-route?”


“No!” I said.


After a visit to the Gents, we walked down the broad front steps of the hotel, where Morse was stopped by the senior concierge, Roy, and was handed the two items he’d inadvertently left on the small table: The Times, and A. E. Housman: Collected Poems.


The bus service up and down the Banbury Road must be the best of any road in any city in the UK; and barely a quarter of an hour later the pair of us stood in front of The Firs. There, by the light of an adjoining street-lamp, Morse bent down briefly to examine the damaged gate-post, a white chip of bare wood showing through the creosote, before turning, in the ever-darkening dusk, to survey the indentations on the lawn.


“Should have brought that tape-measure – and a torch,” he said.


I possessed one of these items, anyway. And when I got back from my room with it, I stood around, feeling vaguely helpless, as Morse flashed my torch’s beam randomly hither and thither, on the lawn, on the drive, on the Mini …


“Somebody washed Helen’s car recently,” he said quietly.


I shrugged. “Must have been Jeff Lloyd, I should think.”


“Where’s his car?” he asked, peering through the garage windows.


“Convalescing down at the garage – blown a couple of gaskets.”


“I wonder what they are,” mumbled Morse, as he turned to me. “Any thoughts about things yet, Pagan?”


“Certainly! The car that came through the fence, you mean? The tyres were Michelins, comparatively new, and done about 8,000 miles, no more; driven by a left-handed lady who rides the clutch a little too much; and purchased in Reading about two years ago. That puts your PC to shame, agreed?”


“Don’t take any notice of him, Philip!” Mrs Lloyd stood at the front door, a winter coat covering her bathrobe; and Morse walked up to her and put his arms around her in a bear-hug; and she, in turn, put her arms around him tightly. Fortunately, the scene was fairly short-lived.


“Come in, both of you! And stop your teasing, Pagan!” She turned to me.


“He’s no genius, Philip! He’s just noticed the make of my tyres, looked at my mileometer, remembered I’m left-handed, saw which year the car reg letter is, as well as the Reading garage sticker on the rear-window. QED. Forget it all, Philip – he was just trying to tease you. We know whose car it was – and you’ve told Pagan all about that, I’m sure.” I felt very silly about it all.


“Shan’t be long,” I said, as I left them in the lounge and got back to my room. I was missing something, lots of things, here. For example, why had Morse spoken so flippantly, as I now realized, about Mrs Lloyd’s own car? What, above all, had Morse’s classics volumes been doing in her lounge, since I was absolutely certain that Morse had been studying those same two books a week earlier? Yet Mrs Lloyd said she’d had them the whole term! I shook my head. You lied to me, Mrs Lloyd! There was just the one thing that I knew, and that Morse didn’t know (or did he, perhaps?): that I had found the letter. Not that I felt anything but guilt about it ever since Dr Hughes’s telephone call. But, yes, I still knew something about that secretive soul, Pagan, that he had never mentioned to anyone else in the world (or had he perhaps?). The books were now safely installed with me, and I took the letter out and read it yet again.


SALLY DOWNES


12.xii.69


My dearest,


Read those first two words again – for you will ever be my dearest. We both knew that I would soon have to make the biggest decision of my life – between you and mother, and it’s with despairing sadness I write to tell you that it must be mother. She is now so terribly handicapped with this devastating MS, so fragile, so vulnerable, that had you seen the joy that leapt into her old eyes when I told her she would always – always – have me with her, you would have begun to understand.


Our days together this Christmas in Oxford would have been the happiest of my life, and of yours, I know that, my darling. Please don’t write to me or ring me – that would be too much for me to bear. Just remember the Kipling lines you taught me: “Thou wast allus my lad – my very own lad, and no one else”.


S.


And then, suddenly and almost miraculously, the light dawned on my bemused and second-class brain. I looked a last time at the name that headed the letter, before refolding it and replacing the envelope in the Oxford Text. It explained a lot – not everything of course, but such an awful lot.


I had been sitting staring into space for several minutes when I heard a soft knock at my door. I knew who it was.


“Can I come in?” said Morse quietly, holding the Collected Poems in his hand. I gestured towards the other chair and he sat down, placing Housman on top of Homer: “I get pretty careless, don’t I, about leaving books around.”


There was a minute or so of silence between us before he came out with it: “I know you’ve read the letter.”


I nodded: “Lots of times, I’m afraid. I’m so sorry, Pagan. It’s like breaking a trust and—”


“I’d have done the same myself, Philip. Sally might have blamed you, but I don’t.”


“There’s something else, though,” I said, as I took the white card from my pocket. But he waved it away.


“I guessed you’d twigged, Philip, because I’ve got a higher opinion of your intelligence than you have.”


“Doesn’t explain all that much, though.”


“No, it doesn’t … Do you want me to tell you what happened?”


Of course I did. And he told me.


His father was in the car-business, and he’d seen in one of the Auto mags a list of personalized number-plates, amongst which was one that quite clearly would have been of considerable interest and pride to Sally Downes. And Morse went for it, clearing his worries about a Christmas present, and simultaneously clearing his own bank-balance. He had planned to give it to her on Christmas morning in their room at The Randolph.


On the night of the “incident”, he had received a telephone call at The Randolph from Helen telling him, quite truthfully, that Jeff was out at a staff party at The Linton Lodge Hotel and wouldn’t be back till, well, “pretty late” – thankfully to return, as he’d gone, in a taxi, because the Rolls was undergoing some minor mechanical operation. So! So she wondered why she shouldn’t have an enjoyable evening, too. She was game, if he (Morse) was.


He was.


She’d parked momentarily outside The Randolph, poked her head inside the bar, seen him sitting there reading his Homer, and off they drove. Where to? The Trout Inn out at Wolvercote – no more than two or three miles away. Super time together! He, having drunk perhaps a little too much earlier, had resolutely stuck to beer; she, a little irresolutely, perhaps, had been rather more liberal; and each had taken a goodly share of complimentary counter-top canapés. In short they’d been mellowing gently and sentimentally; and, yes, he’d told Helen about the “Dear John” letter, and about the intended Christmas present for his beloved. Indeed, he had shown her the letter safely ensconced in the Oxford Text, which for once he’d remembered to pick up when Helen had called for him, but which later that same evening he’d forgotten to retrieve from the back of the Mini. Just after 10 p.m. they had agreed they should be getting away. But Helen had declared herself, she thought, incap able of driving back safely the short distance to The Firs.


“So,” finished Morse, “I drove back here, pissed as the proverbial Triturus vulgaris. And … I don’t think you’ll need me to continue, except to say that I wasn’t really teasing you, was I, Philip? Helen was quite adamant about not ringing the police that night. They’d be sure to breathalize the driver – me. And that would hardly be good news, would it? Driving without a licence, drunk driving, dangerous driving – all three, like as not. Anyway, that’s all there is to say.”


“No, it isn’t. You’ve not told me about the next bit.”


Morse frowned. “Ah, yes. You mean the number-plate business. It would have been bloody stupid not to have thought of that. And Helen agreed. We’d both sobered up a lot by then, and it was Helen now who reversed the Mini over the lawn – twice! – to make a real muck-up of things. Then straight down to The Randolph again, where I took the lift up to my room, put the number-plate into an Elliston’s bag, got back into the car. So quick it all was, Philip! Helen parked the Mini in its usual spot, got a couple of buckets of water and washed down the front of it in case there were traces of creosote, whilst I sluiced down the mud from the tyres. Helen wasn’t worried at all about any dent in the front: said she’d acquired enough of those already! Then I walked up to the Banbury Road bus-stop and – voilà! You now know as much about things as I do.’


Even more keenly than earlier I sensed that he was lying to me. It might all add up in a fairly logical way but … So I put my thoughts into words: “Why didn’t you leave everything just as it was? You tell me you’d both already decided not to ring the police until today – when you’d be back in The Randolph, and when Mrs Lloyd would be back to her customary sober self – unlike you!”


Morse was pained by my outburst. “You don’t understand, do you? It’s one helluva shock – shock – when you do something like that. It’s dark and you’re jolted and frightened and panicky, and all you’re thinking about is how—”


Before he could finish, the door had opened and Mrs Lloyd walked in, sparkling and sweetly scented. “What cock-and-bull story has he been telling you now, Philip?”


“Just about, er, you know, how …”


“Did you believe him?”


I said it quietly but firmly: “No!”


She smiled at me. “Don’t be cross with him! I think I know exactly the line he’s taken, the lies he’s been telling you. But please understand why he did it. He did it to paint me as a completely blameless person in all this. But I’m not blameless, Philip, far from it. You want to know who was driving the Mini? It was me.”


The news sank in. Was it so much of a surprise? “But why all this rather silly subterfuge? I was just asking Pagan the same thing when you came in.”


“Let me tell you. In six weeks’ time I’ve agreed to stand as a Conservative councillor for the Wolvercote ward. If any rumours – or facts! – get out about this, it will be curtains for my chances, my licence will be endorsed, and I can see the article in the Oxford Mail: ‘Mrs Helen Lloyd, unsuccessful aspirant to municipal honours …’. So I shall be eternally grateful to Pagan here for what he did. But it’s no great shakes, Philip: no one’s been injured; the Mini got off lightly; no one’s suffered, not even the insurance company, because Jeff, bless him, has refused point blank to put in any claim; and he tells me he’s going to dig up the lawn and re-seed it.”


She said all this so genuinely and quietly that I knew I would probably be on her side whatever she did.


“There’s one thing, Mrs Lloyd. If it’s any consolation, I’d vote for you – if I had a vote, of course.”


“I wouldn’t, Helen,” broke in Morse. “But if you’ve got a glass of anything going? Glenfiddich, say, or …”


Mrs Lloyd turned to me and placed her hand on my shoulder: “Would you like a glass of something, Philip?”


Jeff was in the lounge just finishing a phone call to a fencing-firm as the three of us trooped in. “… No, only about four, five yards … Fine! … Second week in Jan, then … Fine! Thanks, Jim … Bye.”


“Is that our punctured palisade?” his wife asked.


Jeff smiled and took her hand. “Yep. Soon be all tickety-boo again.”


“Has Tom fixed the Rolls yet? I’m out all day on the 28th, you know.”


“All in hand, darling.” He turned to Morse and me. “Wonderful mechanic, Tom is. One of the old school. Pride in his work and all that. His missus hates going on holiday with him, because whenever he sees some poor sod parked in a lay-by with his head stuck under the bonnet, he just has to stop. Can’t help it!”


Morse looked down with displeasure into his glass (“So sorry we’ve no Scotch, Pagan.”) as we sampled the red plonk, and said he must soon be going. But before he left, Jeff Lloyd had asked him a question.


“What’s the etymology of ‘tickety-boo’?”


“Dunno. But you can spell it with either one ‘t’ or two in the middle.”


“How on earth do you—?”


“Crosswords,” said Morse as he left. “Been wasting my time with ’em since I was eleven.”


And, yes, I knew all about that. In College, his fellow undergrads would always go to him when any cryptic clue defeated them. Some of the dons, too.


I slept badly that night of the 23rd, falling into the arms of Morpheus (as Homer would say) about 5 a.m., and only waking well after eight o’clock. The room seemed very cold to me, and I stayed a-bed reading for more than an hour before getting up and dressing. The whole house was as cold as hotel toast, and empty, with the only sign of activity the flat-capped owner still raking the disfigured hash-marks on the lawn, and clearly, earlier, having stacked the pieces of cracked fence neatly within the borders.


It was almost eleven when I finally ventured out that bright and blustery Christmas Eve morning, where I saw that the concreted area in front of the double-garage was empty.


“No cars?” I said.


“No. Helen’s at the Tory Club. And perhaps I’ll get mine back today. Not that worried, though – time I bought a cheaper chariot. High time!”


“Gaskets, you said.”


“And pistons and … you name it.”


I left him still energetically pulling the rake back and forth, and knowing, doubtless, that he’d need some automobile if he was to continue surfing the locality for bargains he could snap up for Grove Street Garage to sell at a decent profit.


I walked slowly down the Banbury Road, calling in at the Summertown Newsagents for The Times. Both Morse and I had been sorry when the Lloyds cancelled the paper-boy delivery – especially Morse. He could sometimes complete the cryptic crossword before the timer pinged for his boiled egg. I walked further on to The Dewdrop, had a pint of Courage beer, and then another with a baked potato; and thought of my father’s life-long interest in classic cars … just wondering perhaps whether he might be interested in a shaky but shiny old Rolls.


On my way back I would be passing Grove Street Garage; and I decided to call in and see if Mr Lloyd had been lucky yet. But very few cars were in the large, open space where all repairs were carried out; and very few signs of life either. I walked up to a grimy-faced young lad changing a tyre.


“Mr Lloyd around?”


“No.”


“Tom?”


“Got the ’flu, aint ’e – back next week ’e ’opes.”


The Rolls was there though, and I sauntered across to it: classy lines still, and clearly in the past the recipient of much TLC.


My head was whirling as I began to retrace my steps to Daventry Road. Something, somewhere, was terribly wrong.


It was on the morning of the 27th, Christmas now over, that from a public phone-box in Summertown I rang Lonsdale College.


“Back in business?” I ventured.


“Certainly, sir. Can I help you?”


“Just wondering if Mr Morse is back with you.”


“Half an hour ago. I’ll put you through to his rooms. Who shall I say’s calling?”


I put the phone down guiltily and walked to the bus-stop, almost immediately lucky.


“City centre, please.”


Lucky again at The Randolph, where at the Porters’ Lodge on the right, Roy emerged from some inner sanctum, and without any apparent suspicion answered my carefully rehearsed questions about “Mr Morse” and his recent nocturnal attendances there.


“Yes, sir, I know him well,” he grinned.


“Keeps your bar-girls up latish, he tells me.”


“Ailish – she’s our bar-boss – she’s always had a soft spot for him.”


“Not Christmas Day, surely?”


“Nor Christmas Eve, I don’t think. I was off both days. But he was definitely around the two previous evenings.”


“Monday the 22nd?”


“Yes, I remember that evening well. He did go out, but that was latish.”


“Ah, that’s just what I thought. Oh dear! We’d arranged to meet here at about, oh, about er …”


“It was about tennish, sir. But he came back about eleven, I think. Can’t really be sure I’m afraid. But I do remember he left a Christmas card for Ailish –” he reached into a pigeon-hole behind him – “and I put it … here it is.”


He showed me a sealed envelope addressed to AILISH, and dated 22.xii.69.


So! My old buddy Pagan had been lying to me consistently.


What it all amounted to, I wasn’t at all sure, but I was getting a somewhat clearer picture of things as I began to walk back up to North Oxford. And just before I reached Summertown, my vision crystallized quite beautifully. Unlike Morse, who boasted that he never took any physical exercise “on principle”, I had put on some surplus avoirdupois over my four terms in Oxford, and on several occasions on my long walk I resisted the temptation offered at the regular bus-stops. Most definitely my mind was profiting as I gradually reached what for me was a strange and wholly original conclusion, with the focus of my thoughts now centred quite firmly on – yes, on the Lloyds.


What was it that had struck me so suddenly and so forcefully concerning the Lloyd household? It would have struck even a dullard within a few weeks: no gardener; no cleaning lady; no laundry collection; no coffee mornings; no dinner parties; no drinks-cabinet; no paper-boy; little heating; one telephone; one TV set; two undergrads; and the likely sale of a vintage Rolls. In short, and quite unexpectedly, I knew, almost for certain that the Lloyds were pretty hard-up. There were one or two things I needed to check up on, if that were possible, but to be honest I felt rather proud of my own belated brilliance. Quickly, as yet another bus passed me, I looked in at the garage workshop where the greasy youth was seated on an outsize tyre eating a cheese sandwich. No one else.


Head in the clouds, I had almost reached the turning into Daventry Road when I heard a voice behind me: “Philip?” I should have known! Morse was seated on a public bench with Housman on his lap. “Come and join me,” he said.


I stood my ground. “What for?”


He hesitated momentarily. “I know you want to get on but … well, I just don’t want you to make a fool of yourself, that’s all. You’ve been a good pal to me, and I want …”


Slowly I sat down beside him: “Please explain yourself, Pagan.”


He nodded. “The College porter told me he had a call from someone for me, and I guessed it was you when you wouldn’t give your name. Then Roy at The Randolph has just told me that someone had called in and asked some strange questions about me. And again I knew it was you. I know something else too, Philip. You thought I’d done something dishonest and dishonourable, and perhaps you were right, of course. Want to talk to me about it?”


“Not really, no.”


“Do you want me to tell you what it is?”


“Not really, no.”


So he told me then and there.


“It’s probably occurred to you, a bit late in the day, what the situation is between Jeff and Helen – not just maritally but financially.”


Well he was half right, wasn’t he? I don’t know how he knew, but he always tended to know things before anyone else. So I surrendered and told him (though not everything) and gave him my reasons. “In short, Pagan, I think the Lloyds are seriously short of cash and that this perhaps explains one or two things, things that so far seem pretty inexplicable.”


“You’re right,” said Morse. “So short of cash they’ll not be able to catch up on their mortgage payments until my old room is ready again.”


“Won’t he get quite a bit for the Rolls?”


“What makes you think he’ll ever sell that?”


“Well, he sort of suggested …”


“Would you believe him or me?”


“Neither of you.”


“Wrong answer, Philip. Jeff Lloyd is a very fine fellow, please believe me.”


“If you say so,” I said, nonchalantly enough, but Morse’s confident assertion was troubling me slightly. “Tell me, come on! Who’s your source of information for all this stuff?”


“Helen, you know that.”


“And I suppose you’ll be asking dear Helen if you can have your old room back when—”


“Wrong again!” snapped Morse. “She did ask me if I’d like to come back, but I told her I had to be in College – if that’s OK with you!”


It was the only touch of genuine anger I’d ever seen in his face. And it was my turn now to show my own exasperation and, yes, a fair measure of anger, too.


“Doesn’t worry me either way, Pagan. What does worry me and disappoint me such a lot is that you lied to me about the 22nd. You were never at The Trout! You were in The Randolph till about ten o’clock that night, when you went off with Mrs Lloyd. Or am I wrong yet again?”


“Carry on, Sherlock!”


“Two possibilities, Pagan. First, Mrs Lloyd had been out earlier that evening, to a party perhaps, where she had too much gin or whatever, drove herself home, and into her home – with consequences that are getting too tedious to repeat. She couldn’t have been all that tipsy because she knew she had someone who could be absolutely guaranteed to help her – you! She picked you up, drove back here, where you sorted things out for her, and still sober enough to have the bright idea of your number-plate. That was your plan, and you both stuck to it. Yes?”


“Is it my turn to speak now?” asked Morse quietly. “You said there were two possibilities.”


“Yes, there are,” I blurted out, “and I’m perfectly sure you know what the other one is: Mrs Lloyd had never been out drinking at all that night.”


“Well, well—”


A sudden squall of rain swept sideways across the street. We got to our feet, and quickly and silently walked down to The Firs, where the lawn was looking pretty neat, with parallel rake-marks across the now-levelled churn-up.


Mrs Lloyd’s voice rang down the passage as we entered the rear door: “That you, Philip?”


“Only me, yeah.”


Morse and I sat opposite each other in my room, our rain-sodden coats hanging behind the door.


“Carry on, Sherlock!” Morse repeated.


So I told Morse of my two discoveries. First, that Jeff Lloyd had lied to me about Tom What’s-his-name already sorting out the blown gaskets at the garage, because Tom What’s-his-name had been in bed with flu all over the Christmas period, and there was no other competent mechanic in the workshop. Second, that there was (is!) a dent low down on the passenger-side bumper of the Rolls, and the front grill was (is!) still showing signs of being in contact with something recently creosoted.


For about thirty seconds Morse sat staring at the threadbare patch of carpet beneath his wet shoes. “What are you going to do about it?” he asked finally.


“I just don’t know, Pagan. Nothing, I suppose. What I do know is that I deserve better than being lied to by you, by Mrs Lloyd, and by Jeff Lloyd.”


“So you think, Philip,” said Morse slowly, “that it was Jeff who drove the Rolls through the fence. Right?”


“Yes, and I know it was, because it explains everything, which is far more than do your own puerile and futile fabrications. Mrs Lloyd heard the crash – of course she did! – and found her husband a bit dazed and shaken sitting in the driving seat. He didn’t know what to do, and she didn’t know what to do – except to go to you, Pagan. Which she did. And remember one key fact: she was completely sober. What was absolutely vital was that the police should not be informed straightaway about what had happened. Why? Because he had everything to lose that night. Had he been breathalized then, he would at the very least have had his licence endorsed, and much more likely lost his licence completely. And certainly so if he had a previous endorsement. Lost his job and—” But Morse had got to his feet and stood by the door. “He does have an endorsement, Philip. Say no more.” Then he stepped into the passage and shouted: “Jeff? Jeff? Come down to Philip’s room, will you?” Sometimes I used to be amazed that Morse was only six months older than I was.


At Morse’s behest Mrs Lloyd had already joined us, taking one of the seats, whilst I sat on the floor. Almost immediately Morse had taken the main chair, both literally and metaphorically. Mr Lloyd was with us, but only for a minute or so: “Can’t stay. Just had a call from Tom. The old girl’s ready to come home, he says.” He was his usually snappy, well-groomed self once more, blue-suited, with highly polished black shoes, and the flat cap incongruously perched on his head. Had he observed my curious glances? Must have done, for he tapped the cap and smiled. “It’s OK Philip – on Helen’s strict instructions. She says she’s not going to see me forget her latest present. It’ll be off as soon as I get out of the house, though.” Neither Morse nor I had said a single word to compromise the apparently promising prospect of the day before him. Mrs Lloyd explained to us: “Pre maturely-opened Christmas present! Now Jeff’s gone,” she turned specifically to me, “Pagan says I ought to fill in the few things you don’t know, Philip. I won’t bore you with all the details because you already know them. It’s just what happened immediately after my tiny universe was shaken by the Big Bang. All right?”


She proceeded to tell me how she remembered every small detail of the Rolls and of finding him, still silently stonkered behind the steering-wheel, safety-belt still round him, with a nasty-looking cut at the top of his forehead just below the hair-line. Concussed at the time, that was for sure, but thank heaven he’d managed to jam on the brakes and bring the car to a standstill. She’d switched off the head-lights, brought him a mug of steaming black coffee, and sat beside him in the passenger-seat, dabbing his forehead with a flannel. Not half as bad as it looked, really; and gradually he’d become slightly coherent and stupidly apologetic. And stinking of whisky. After a second mug of black coffee, he was sobering up considerably; and after a few minutes he was able to get out of the car and to stagger along with her support to the front lounge, where she put an old sheet over the settee, gave him two Codeine tablets, and told him to lie back, and to close his eyes. And (Helen finished) very soon he had fallen into a deep, drunken slumber, with an absurd, strangely contented smile around his mouth.


I had been listening attentively, and could not really expect much more, except to ask what had happened to the Rolls.


Helen gestured to Morse, and it was he who finished off the story.


“Well, after all the – you’re right, Philip! – the rather childish machinations which you know all about, I got into the Rolls, and with considerable diffidence and difficulty – it’s one of those doublede-clutch cars – managed to back it out and drive it to the Grove Street Garage – Helen had the keys and followed me in the Mini—”


“Cleverly going backwards and forwards a couple of times over the lawn first,” interrupted Helen.


“—and Bob’s your avunculus!” concluded Morse.


Helen got to her feet. “I must be off. Awful lot of ironing to do. And there’s nothing more to say, Philip, except to thank you all over again. But you will promise, please, PLEASE, never to say a word to anyone about all this while Jeff and I are still around.”


She placed a kiss on the top of my head, and at that moment she could have asked anything of me and I would have obeyed.


“Promise, PROMISE!” I echoed gladly.


“Fancy a quiet glass down at The Dewdrop?” asked Morse after she had gone.


But I declined. “I’ve not finished my Virgilian masterpiece yet.”


“You satisfied with things now?” asked Morse, rather hesitantly I thought.


I mused a while: “I’m just glad I didn’t ask Mr Lloyd to take that wretched cap off!”


“Mm!”


Again Morse seemed strangely hesitant. Then what he said surprised me completely.


“Can you keep a big secret, Philip? Can you? After what you just said to Helen, I—”


“Course I can! What—?”


“I’m afraid it wouldn’t have been very enlightening for you to have a look at Jeff’s forehead.”


“I … I don’t think I understand.”


“There isn’t any cut on Jeff Lloyd’s forehead.”


“You can’t mean …?”


“You gave me a splendid run-down on the Lloyds’ economy drive, didn’t you? Do you honestly think that Jeff would have ordered a taxi there and back to that party of his on the 22nd at the Linton Lodge, only a twenty-five minute walk away? If a taxi had brought him back late that night – about half-past eleven, Helen tells me – there would have been some immediate and almighty kerfuffle – etymology again uncertain, Philip! – from the taxi-driver, and like as not—”


“You mean …?”


“I mean Jeff walked home late that night, to save his money, and to sober up a bit, or to sober up a lot.”


I was utterly stunned. “You mean it wasn’t … Jeff Lloyd who was driving the Rolls?”


Morse nodded. “I mean just that, Philip.”


Once more Morse had been six furlongs ahead of the field, and quite assuredly, unlike on several future occasions, running on the correct racecourse. I felt compelled to find an answer to that final question.


“I’m quite sure you know what I’m going to ask you now, Pagan.”


“You’d be right for a change, Philip.”


Nevertheless I asked it: “Who was it then who was driving the Rolls?”


“You know perfectly well yourself. Christmas is the occasion for the giving and receiving of presents, is it not? The Magi started all that stuff, although there’s considerable doubt in higher theological circles whether there ever were any Wise Men. But even I was willing to join in all that goodwill. I’d bought my Christmas present for Sally, remember? And somebody else had decided to deliver his Christmas present personally to his pal, Jeff Lloyd – somebody who was quite incapable of passing anyone he found fiddling underneath the bonnet of a broken-down car without stopping to sort out the trouble; someone who, like Jeff himself, probably couldn’t keep his job if he got run in by the rozzers for drunk-driving – an offence of which he was most undoubtedly and totally guilty. And he’d been at the Garage party.” It was my turn now to nod as Morse continued:


“Helen drove him home to Kidlington that night. He’s a wonderful chap and she was glad to be able to help him.”


“You sound as if you know him.”


“Not really. But I did go to see him yesterday. In fact he didn’t seem to recognize me from the night before. Huh! He’s fully recovered from his fictional flu, though, and he tells me he’ll be back at work tomorrow, with a plaster across his forehead. He’s going to say that his missus had hit him across the head with a roasting-tin. She’s a lovely woman, by the way. Wouldn’t hurt a hair on his head.”


“And you mean Jeff Lloyd agreed to all this just to save Tom What’s-his-name his job, his reputation, and all that?”


“Don’t you remember me telling you what a good fellow Jeff was, too?”


Yes, I did remember.


Morse was right.


And very soon he was gone, and I sat alone in my room for ten minutes or so, taking in everything, and deciding to go out for a stroll to clear my head.


Helen Lloyd was prodding a garden-fork into the hydrangea patch as I walked out. “Can I ask you a question, Mrs Lloyd?”


“Try me!”


“Why was Pagan so anxious to keep the number-plate?”


“Perhaps there’s a chance that Sally will write to him again? A chance her mother may die soon, perhaps?”


“Don’t know,” I muttered.


She smiled openly: “I suppose there’s a much more obvious reason, though. It had cost him an awful lot of money, and he said he’d probably try to sell it back to the dealer.”


She looked up at me, still smiling. “Always a bit on the tight side where money’s concerned, isn’t he?”


I turned to leave, but had one last question: “Why was it you turned to Pagan first of all when you needed help? Why him?”


“That’s the easiest question I’ve been asked this whole wretched holiday, Philip. You see, I fell in love with him.”


“And did he … does he …?”


“Reciprocate?”


Her smile had suddenly saddened, and slowly she shook her head.


Morse completed Mods, with, it was rumoured, the second highest marks of the year, but decided thereafter to discontinue his Classics Degree with Greats. He spent two years at the Patent Office in London before joining the Thames Valley Police. The rest is history. The Lloyds emigrated to Canada in 1978, but there has been no news of them since. Grove Street Garage is now a block of flats, but of the Rolls I have discovered nothing. For nostalgic reasons I walked along Daventry Road a week after my return to Oxford, and (mirabile dictu) watched awhile as the current owner of “The Firs” was creosoting a sturdy looking garden-fence. Should any reader reprimand me gently for forgetting my promise to the Lloyds, it should be noted that they are no longer “still around”, and in fact seem wholly forgotten. But no, not wholly, since not infrequently there drift back into my mind some memories of one of them.


When I returned to College after the Christmas vac of the year in which Morse had left Lonsdale, awaiting me in the Porters’ Lodge was a brown-papered parcel containing a Christmas present. It was the rather tattered paperbacked Homeric Dictionary, inscribed in which I found the words: “Hunc librum Philippo, amico suo fideli, dedit Paganus”. It is the most precious book in my whole library.


Philip Day (Lonsdale College, Oxford) 2008




GHOSTS


John Harvey


 


IT WAS MID-MORNING, and Kiley was in his office two floors above a charity shop in Tufnell Park, stranded between his second cup of coffee and his third. Investigations, read the ad in the local press, Private and Confidential. All kinds of security work undertaken. Ex-Metropolitan Police. The absence of carpet made it easier to hear footsteps on the stairs. A pause and then a knock.


She was late-thirties, dressed ten years younger, and looked all of forty-five, with the eyes of someone who woke up every day expecting to be disappointed and was rarely, if ever, disabused.


“Jack Kiley? Rita Barnes.”


Her hand was all cheap rings and bone.


Kiley knew the name and a moment later he knew why.


“Bradford Barnes, he was my son.”


The flowers had spread across the pavement close to the spot less than a hundred metres away where he’d been killed; tiny candles had burned through the night. Photographs and messages taped to the wall. Always remembered. A tragic waste. Bradford had been on the way home from a party, not late, a little after twelve, and had inadvertently brushed the shoulder of a young woman heading the other way. When he’d stopped to apologise, one of the men with her had raised his voice and then his fist. Punches flew and then a knife. When the group sauntered off laughing they left Bradford where he lay. A still-warm statistic, choking on his own blood. The twenty-second young person to have been stabbed to death in the capital that year and still months to go. Gang stuff, drug deals gone sour; the wrong look, the wrong word, the wrong place at the wrong time. Disrespect.


“A year ago next week he was killed,” Rita Barnes said, “three days short of his birthday, an’ the police still in’t got a bloody clue.”


The flowers had long since faded and been swept away; the photographs torn down.


She took an envelope from her bag and counted the notes out on his desk. “There’s two hundred and fifty. I’ll get more. Find the bastard as did it, okay?”


What was he supposed to say? It was a waste of his time and her money?


Well, he had the time.


When she’d gone he put in a call to a DI he knew at the local nick. Jackie Ferris met him in the back room of The Assembly House, its dark wood panelling and ornamented windows harking back to palmier days.


“Not got a clue, that’s what she says?” Still on duty, Ferris was drinking lemon and lime.


“She’s wrong?”


“We’ve had more than a clue since day one. Jason Means. It was his girlfriend Barnes bumped into. He’s got form and a mouth to go with it, but forensics didn’t give us shit and, surprise, surprise, no one’s talking. Least, not to us.” Ferris raised her glass. “You might have more luck.”


Rachel Sams lived on the seventh floor of an eight-floor block close to the closed-down swimming pool on Prince of Wales Road. Three of the flats on her level were boarded up and padlocked fast. The first two occasions Kiley called she refused to open the door and then, when she did, it was only to slam it in his face. It took a fierce squall of rain – Rachel hunched against the wind as she manoeuvred a buggy laden with supermarket carrier bags and containing a wailing two-year-old – for Kiley to open negotiations.


“Here, let me help.”


“Piss off!”


But she stood back while, after freeing the bags and handing them to her, he lifted the buggy and led the way.


Kiley followed her into the flat and, when she didn’t complain, closed the door behind him. The interior was dominated by a wide-screen plasma TV, the furniture, most of it, third- or fourth-hand. Toys were scattered, here and there, across the floor. While Rachel changed the child’s nappy, Kiley found a jar of instant coffee in the kitchen.


They sat at either end of the sagging settee while the boy piled wooden bricks on top of one another, knocked them down with a loud whoop and started again.


“Darren, for Christ’s sake.”


“He’s Jason Means’ boy?” Kiley said.


“What of it?”


“Jason see him much?”


“When he can be bothered.”


“Bradford Barnes’ mother came to see me, a week or so back.”


“So?”


“She wants to know what happened to her son.”


“She buried him, didn’t she? What else she wanna know?”


“She wants to know who killed him. Wants some kind of – I don’t know – justice, I suppose.”


“Yeah, well, she ain’t gonna find it here.”


Kiley held her gaze until she looked away.


After that he called round every week or so, sometimes bringing a small present for the boy.


“Listen,” Rachel said, “if you reckon this is gonna get you into my knickers …”


But, stuck up there on the seventh floor, she didn’t seem overburdened with friends and now, as soon as he arrived, Darren scrambled up into his lap and happily pulled his hair. Kiley hadn’t mentioned Bradford Barnes again.


Ten days short of Christmas, the sky a low, flat unpromising grey, he got round to the flat to find Rachel hurling bits and pieces over the balcony, tears streaming down her face.


“That bastard! That lousy bastard!”


Kiley tried to calm her down and she lashed out, drawing blood from his lip. When he finally got her back inside, she was still shaking; Darren cowering in the corner afraid.


“One of my mates rung an’ told me, he’s only gettin’ married, i’n it? To that skanky whore from down Stockwell. Saw it in Facebook or somethin’.” Picking up a half-empty mug, she hurled it against the wall. “Well, he’s gonna learn he can’t treat me like that, i’n it? He’s gonna pay, yeah? Pay.”


Kiley listened while she told him what had happened that night, how Jason Means had stabbed Bradford Barnes three times, once in the neck and twice in the chest, and then walked off laughing. He phoned Jackie Ferris and listened while Rachel told her story again, then promised to look after Darren while the two of them went to the station so that Rachel could make a statement.


Three days later, Jason Means was arrested.


Rita Barnes had tears in her eyes when she came to thank him and ask what more she owed him and Kiley said to forget it, it was fine. He would have given the two-fifty back if it hadn’t been for a little matter of paying the rent.


“You’re sure?”


“Sure.”


She kissed him on the cheek.


That night, Kiley walked past the spot where Bradford Barnes had been killed. If you looked closely, you could just make out the marks where the photos had been taped, a young man smiling out, his life ahead of him, ghosts on the wall.




THE BLOOD PEARL


Barry Maitland


 


“EVENING, BEN. THE usual?”


“Please, Sam.” I sank with a groan of relief on to my usual stool at the end of the bar.


“Hard day?”


“Aren’t they all?”


Sam passed over the double Scotch, and as I sipped thankfully he said, “Lady was in earlier, asking for you.”


“Oh no.” Even here I wasn’t safe from them. It wasn’t enough that I was with them all day long, grinding through the exercises, slaving over the tricky vowels and fricatives, lurching around the unpredictable pitfalls of the English language. It wasn’t that they weren’t keen – quite the opposite. They had strong family and money pressures from back home to make them want to gobble it all up, as fast as I could feed it to them. They dogged my steps, imploring my undivided attention to their painful efforts and demanding my contact details so they could phone or e-mail me at any time of the day or night to check some point. “But please Ben, what is difference between there, their, they’re?” “Dear Ben, do I say cough like plough or tough?”


I didn’t know they’d stalked me to the pub, but I wasn’t surprised. It was only a matter of time. I contemplated moving on to some other watering hole, but what was the point?


“Ben. Finally tracked you down.”


I spun around in my seat, slopping my Scotch, startled by the familiar voice. “Paula …”


We hadn’t met in maybe two years and I could see straight away that they had taken their toll. She looked older, tired, and I saw she was thinking much the same about me. Mind you, she was still the same beautiful woman beneath the weary frown, and my heart quickened to see her there.


“Let me get you a drink,” I said, and from the look that crossed her face I guessed she was assuming that was my answer to all of life’s problems, which was pretty much the case.


We went and sat at a quiet corner table. “Cheers,” I said. “And how’s Jack doing?”


“I buried him two months ago, Ben.”


“Oh no.” That did knock me back. “I’m so sorry, Paula. I had no idea.”


“I tried to let you know, but you were hard to find.”


“I’m so sorry,” I repeated. “Was it sudden?”


“One evening he said he was going out with the dog. An hour later I heard the dog scratching at the back door and no sign of Jack. I went outside and heard the car engine running in the garage. There was a hose from the exhaust to the window, him inside.”


I groaned.


“But no, it wasn’t sudden, really. He’d been getting more and more depressed. When I found him I knew that this was just the last stage of what began three years ago, when everything fell apart.” She sounded very bitter.


“Jeez, that’s terrible, Paula. Must have been shocking for you.”


“What happened has been hard on us all. Terry had his heart attack, leaving Alice with all those kids, you and Vicky split up …”


“We’re a sad lot, that’s for sure.”


Three couples, six good friends, happily making our way in the world, our lives trashed by one ruthless man. It was Jack who’d introduced us to Derek Mankey, Jack who should have known better, being himself an accountant.


“I’m tired of being sad, Ben,” she said. “I want my life back.”


“Yeah.” I nodded, avoiding her eyes. Of course she did. We all did, but it wasn’t so easy.


Maybe it should have been. People are ruined financially every day and they get over it – bushfires, floods, bankruptcies – they pick up the pieces and start again. But the way it happened to us was particularly insidious. Derek Mankey had offered us a vision of an irresistible future, for ourselves and our kids, and we had jumped at it. We weren’t stupid – between us we had a fair bit of business experience. But Derek was very clever, very plausible and very dangerous. He revealed his plans to us one step at a time, drawing us in, until we had committed everything we owned and could borrow. And while our eyes were fixed on the golden promise ahead, he slipped away with everything, leaving us to face the creditors, the auditors, the banks and the Tax Office. Worst of all, he’d arranged things so that it was we who faced the accusations of fraud, whose names and pictures appeared in the newspapers, whose reputations were destroyed. It turned us against each other and ourselves, and in the end I had to get out just to keep my sanity.


I reached for my glass, but it was empty. “I mean it, Ben,” Paula said. “And I think I know a way to get back some of what we lost. I’ve found him.”


“What?”


“Derek Mankey. I know where he is.”


I just stared at her, and she got to her feet. “Here,” she said, “let me get you another drink.”


I watched her go to the bar and felt a little cold shiver of dread. The mere mention of Derek Mankey’s name had brought back a flood of painful memories. In the mess that followed his disappearance, Terry had died of a heart attack leaving his wife Alice penniless with five small children, then my marriage had broken down, and now Jack had killed himself.


Paula returned with my whisky. I needed it, and thanked her and took a gulp. I noticed she was sticking to mineral water.


“I’m not sure I want to hear this, Paula,” I said. “Frankly, I never want to hear that bloke’s name again.”


“Ben, it’s time we faced up to things.” She leaned forward, speaking with a quiet intensity, and there was a light in her eyes I remembered fondly. She had always been the most vital, the most exciting of the six of us. “Jack’s death shook me.”


“Of course …”


“I realized I’d spent the last three years in a kind of daze,” she said, “a half-life, just coping from day to day. Derek didn’t just steal our money, he stole our lives, our futures, our confidence in ourselves. We thought we could turn to the authorities to fix things, but instead they accused us of being responsible for his frauds and dragged us further down into the dirt. When I found Jack dead that day, I realized that the only way we were ever going to be free was to put things right ourselves, with Derek Mankey.”


She paused. I had the glass of whisky half-raised to my mouth, and she stared at it. I followed her gaze and saw the shake in my hand, which grew worse as the silence lengthened. I put the glass back down on the table with a thump and she reached out her hand to mine and gave it a squeeze.


“I think you know what I’m saying is true, Ben. We can’t run away from this any more.”


I took a deep breath. “Go on then. Where is he?”


“Western Australia.”


That made sense – I’d heard people who want to disappear tend to head out west. “How did you find out?”


She hesitated, and then began the story she’d rehearsed. “Pure chance. After Jack died I was a mess, and by the time of his funeral I was just about washed up. Then one day, out of the blue, I got a phone call offering a bargain holiday in Broome, five nights accommodation at a resort, plus a camel ride on the beach and return flights, all for just two hundred bucks. I felt I needed to get away, and this was too good to turn down, so I thought, what the hell, and agreed. And it turned out to be exactly what I needed. Have you ever been there?”


I shook my head.


“It was a complete change, somewhere quite different. There was a restaurant overlooking Cable Beach where I’d go of an evening to watch the sun set over the ocean, and there was this nice young guy working behind the bar I’d chat to. One evening I had a long talk to him.”


I felt a twinge of jealousy, quite unreasonably of course, imagin ing Paula engrossed in conversation with some handsome bronzed youth. “So?”


“His name was Justin. He told me about his previous job, working on a pearl oyster farm up north, in the waters off the Kimberley coast. It was hard work, he said, but he enjoyed it, he’d learned a lot about the industry, and it had paid well. But he’d got on the wrong side of his boss, the owner of the lease, an arrogant bastard, Justin said, a bully given to bouts of bad temper. ‘Cranky, we used to call him,’ he said, ‘’cos his name was Mankey. That wasn’t the only thing we called him behind his back.’ I just stared at him while he told me that this Mankey had kicked him off the boat without giving him the pay he was due, or the bonus he’d been promised. Justin said he’d give a lot to get even with him.


“Mankey’s an unusual name, but there must be others around, so I said, ‘I used to know a Mankey. He was a bastard too – Derek Mankey.’ And Justin said, ‘Derek, that’s right. Came from out east. Stocky little guy, not much hair, bright blue eyes. Smooth as butter one minute, vicious as a cut snake the next.’ ”


“That’s him,” I agreed. “But where does that get us?”


“Since Mankey kicked him out, Justin had had plenty of time to dream up ways to get even, and he’d come up with an idea that he said was foolproof. All he needed was a couple of partners to help, and a bit of money to hire a boat, and he could make us a million dollars without Derek Mankey even knowing he’d lost it. That’s a million dollars each.”


I stared at her.


“That’s less than he took us for, Ben,” Paula said, “but it would sure help me to move on.”


“A million dollars each?” I repeated, staring at Paula in disbelief. “And Mankey won’t even know it’s happened? Paula, one thing I’ve learned from this whole sorry mess is that if a scheme sounds too good to be true then it is too good to be true! How gullible does this Justin think we are?”


“Yes, I know, Ben, that’s what I thought at first. But just hear me out.”


I looked at my empty glass. “I’m going to need another drink to swallow this load of baloney. You?” She shook her head and I lurched off to the bar. I was annoyed that Paula had fallen for whatever bullshit this young Casanova had come up with, but I was interested all the same. There’s nothing like a good tale of larceny to stimulate the imagination.


“All right, let’s hear it.”


“It seems Derek must have used the money he fleeced from us to buy an oyster farm lease in the ocean off the Kimberley. Justin says it’s huge, with thousands of oysters, way out in the middle of nowhere. At harvesting time, Mankey takes a special ship and crew up there from Broome, and they work the field, extracting pearls from the oysters, and implanting the beads of mussel shell that will form the core of new pearls. Of course Mankey doesn’t do any of the work himself – it’s hard and very skilful. But he goes to keep an eye on the crew and make sure they don’t get up to any tricks.”


I was trying to form a mental picture of the scene. “Don’t they have sharks up there?” I asked.


“Yes, and worse, salt water crocodiles. They’re really vicious. Anyway, the thing is that Mankey relies on the crew to keep the operation on track. Each oyster can produce three or four pearls in a lifetime, each bigger than the last, so you’ve got oysters at various stages of development, some surviving and others not.”


“So?”


“The point is, no one really knows at any point how many oysters there are in the farm. At harvest time they just work up and down the lines, operating on what they find. So if someone hired a boat and went up there immediately before the harvest, they could remove oyster racks in a random pattern, and no one would know. Of course you would need the inside knowledge of someone who’s worked the farm, and who knows what they’re doing. That’s Justin. We would put up the cash to hire a boat, and then act as labourers with him. Within a week we should be able to gather several thousand pearls, and be away before Mankey and his ship arrive, none the wiser. We’d take them to Hong Kong, and sell them on the open market there, no questions asked.”


I laughed. “Paula, that is the craziest thing I’ve ever heard! We’re middle-aged lounge lizards …”


“Speak for yourself.”


“Well, we’re certainly not in the blush of youth, ready to fight sharks and crocodiles for the treasures of the deep!” I guffawed some more, but she didn’t smile.


When I calmed down, she said. “Yes, it won’t be easy, and maybe you’re not up to it. In fact, seeing you here knocking back the Scotch I’m sure you’re not. You’d just be a liability, actually. But I’m thinking of Alice too. Since Terry had his heart attack she’s been struggling harder than any of us, trying to bring up those five little kids. Derek Mankey did that to her, and it makes me very, very angry. Angry enough to want to do something about it.”


Her eyes were blazing, and I felt ashamed. Ashamed, and also excited. She was right, it did feel as if I’d been sleepwalking for the past three years. She wanted to shake me awake. A small part of me wanted her to succeed. The rest was absolutely terrified.


There wasn’t a snowflake’s chance in hell that we’d ever do it, I reassured myself, but I thought I’d better look as if I was prepared to consider the mad scheme seriously. “Okay, let’s go over it again.” I made a show of taking a notebook and pen out of my briefcase and she launched into it, this time in more detail. When she came to an end I asked, “And the timing of this, Paula? When would it have to be done?”


“Now,” she said. “Right now.”


I was still telling myself that this was ludicrous as our plane dipped down towards the blazing red earth of Broome. To the west the ocean stretched blue to the horizon, and the notion of taking a boat out across that expanse and up to the Kimberley to help ourselves to several million dollars worth of Derek Mankey’s pearls, just sounded like something out of a boys’ own adventure comic. But Paula was adamant that we should at least go over to speak to Justin, the former member of Mankey’s crew who had come up with the crazy idea.


He was waiting for us at the terminal, and he looked pretty much what I’d expected, a loose-limbed, long-haired, bronzed young man with a lazy smile. I thought Paula responded a little too eagerly to his welcome, and I acted gruff and reserved as he swung our bags into the back of a small 4WD and took us to the motel he’d booked us into on the edge of Chinatown. The light was dazzling, the temperature pleasantly warm after the chill we’d left at home, and we changed into lighter clothes before heading out for an orientation tour. Justin took us first to the long jetty at the south end of town, to point out a large boat, or small ship (I’m a little vague on maritime matters), anchored a hundred metres out in the bay. It was Derek Mankey’s apparently, a cross between a factory ship and a laboratory the way Justin described it, purpose designed for the large-scale impregnation and harvesting of pearl oysters.


“A crew of ten for the harvest,” he said softly. He was wearing large mirrored sunglasses and a cap, and I had the impression that even at this distance he was nervous of being spotted by anyone on board. “They’re waiting for the ocean temperatures to stabilize, when the oysters can be safely operated on. But we won’t be operating on them, just harvesting, so we can go now.”


“How long before they leave?” I asked sceptically.


“Should be about ten days, I reckon. This is the ideal time for us to go.”


“On what?”


“I’ll show you.” We set off again, to the mangroves that grew further up the shore. He slowed at a small bay with a golden sandy beach, and pointed to a boat lying half-tilted on the low tide mud beyond. “Starry Night, an eight-metre Conquest. Available for charter for the next two weeks.”


I looked at it, trying to imagine the three of us sharing that grubby little thing, bobbing about in a crocodile-infested ocean. “It’s very small, Justin.”


“Only thing suitable that’s available, mate. I’ve made a provisional booking, but we gotta confirm and pay by the end of the day.”


He told us how much, and I blanched.


“Okay,” Paula said calmly.


“Hang on,” I protested. “We need to talk about this.”


We returned to the motel, stopping on the way for beer at a bottle shop at Paula’s suggestion. She was probably hoping to sweeten me up, and I wasn’t objecting. I thought it’d take a bit more than that to convince me to go along with this madness.


But as we sat around the small table in Paula’s room, poring over Justin’s charts and listening to his plans, I became increasingly impressed by his professionalism. I’d been misled by his youthful looks, but it turned out he had a Skipper grade three mariner’s certificate, and was obviously a very experienced sailor and pearl farmer. He also had a steady, commonsense attitude that I felt instinctively I could trust, and after a while I began to believe that it might indeed be almost possible. It was wildly beyond anything I’d done before of course, and it was unabashed theft, but I opened another can of beer and listened quietly to Paula’s impassioned pitch about how we had right on our side, and a duty to help the poor fatherless children of Alice, widowed, like Paula herself, by the heartless Derek Mankey, and at the end I surprised both them and myself by saying, “Okay then. Let’s do it.”


The fact that, of the original three couples who’d invested in Mankey’s schemes, I was the only male left alive, didn’t bother me as much as perhaps it should.


Once I’d made the decision, I felt an overwhelming sense of libera tion and optimism, as if I were throwing aside all the failures that had weighed upon me over the past years. We were suddenly a great team, laughing and shaking each other’s hands, the three musketeers setting off on a grand adventure. Paula hugged me, and whispered her thanks, and tears came into my eyes. Silly, of course, but what Mankey had done to us three years before had cast such a shadow over our lives that it was perhaps understandable.


There was much to be done. Justin had prepared detailed lists of the things we’d need – extra drums of fuel for the long trip, food, tools and many other supplies, for there were none where we were heading, on that long wilderness coastline of north-west Australia. But first we had to confirm our charter of the Starry Night. We set off from the motel for the owners’ offices in the commercial area of Broome’s Chinatown.


Justin led us down one of the narrow laneways that runs off Carnarvon Street, packed with little tourist souvenir shops, cafés and real estate offices, and we had just emerged on to Dampier Terrace when he came to a sudden stop, and pushed us back into the shadows of a shop veranda hung with bright fabrics. We followed his gaze across the street, where two men were walking along the pavement. I recognized Derek Mankey straight away behind the dark glasses, skipping along on his short legs to keep up with his companion.


“You little bastard,” I growled.


He looked full of himself, head back, puffed up like a little cockerel in a scarlet shirt and black pants. I didn’t know the man he was with, a good thirty centimetres taller than Mankey, and physically much more formidable. His shaved skull was deeply suntanned, tattooed biceps and pecs bulging beneath his black T-shirt, and a mean expression on his moustached face.


“Who’s the other guy?” I said softly to Justin.


“Name’s Chay Gatt, works for Mankey.”


“Chay?” I said.


“Short for chainsaw, supposedly. A hard man. Always at Mankey’s side.”


“Really?” I wondered what Mankey was into these days. When he’d ripped us off he’d only needed his smooth forked tongue.


We watched them go into the showroom of one of the big pearl retailers on that stretch of Dampier Terrace, then Justin led us off in the other direction to the marine charter office. An hour later we emerged, our credit cards severely depleted, and hurried away to start organizing supplies. By evening we had most things in hand, and Justin took us back to the motel. He was nervous about us being spotted out on the street, and we decided to have takeaway in my room. Justin said he’d fetch it, then at the last minute asked Paula to go with him to help choose. They were away a long time, and when they returned I could sense that something had happened. Paula was tense, and she and Justin wouldn’t meet each other’s eyes when they spoke. I drew her aside and asked her what was wrong, but she just said, “Nothing.” I asked, “Has Justin been bothering you?” but she shook her head and turned away. I put it down to last-minute nerves.


Early the next morning we went out to float the Starry Night off on the high tide, and Justin took her to a more convenient mooring he’d arranged further down the shore. There we ferried our supplies and loaded them on board. By mid-morning we were ready to leave. With heart in mouth I followed Justin’s instructions to cast off, and we moved out in a wide arc across Roebuck Bay, keeping well away from Mankey’s pearl ship anchored by the jetty on Entrance Point. Once out in open seas we swung north to run parallel to the long stretch of Cable Beach. Through binoculars I could see tourists riding a chain of camels across the sand. How innocent and safe they looked, and I was filled with a sudden desire to be with them. We were setting off in a tiny tub on a 1,400-kilometre round trip to the far northern point of the Kimberley, to steal pearls out of crocodile- and shark-infested waters, from a man whose closest companion was named after a chainsaw. How had I allowed myself to be talked into this?


Despite my initial cold feet, the journey up the coast began to settle me down. The ocean was calm, the sun was shining, and our mood became cheerful. Justin set a moderate speed, wanting to conserve fuel and not overtax the outboard, and when we stopped at lunchtime for a sandwich we threw lines over the side and managed to catch a couple of reasonable golden snappers. The coastline was rugged orange sandstone topped by low scrub, with the occasional grove of palms nestling in the hollows. After the first couple of hours we saw no other boats, nor signs of habitation on the shore, and gradually adjusted to the idea that we were alone in a vast wilderness. All around us we saw evidence of a dense and turbulent life beneath us in the ocean: a sea snake skimmed off across the surface as we passed; small fish flew into the air; the fins of sharks or dolphins surfaced and disappeared; and on a sandy beach we saw a long dark log, which lurched into movement at the sound of our engine and began to slither towards the water.


“A salty,” Justin said. They were much more dangerous than their fresh-water cousins, he told us, being the largest reptiles on the planet and capable of hunting far offshore.


Justin was a competent and knowledgeable skipper, with a calm air that I was coming to trust, despite my initial doubts. At dusk he took us into the lee of a small island in the Buccaneer Archipelago, where we anchored for the night. We had come half way to our destination, and he was satisfied. Paula cooked up the fish for us on the stove in the little galley, and we relaxed with a couple of bottles of wine beneath a vast canopy of stars. At one point, Justin caught me watching Paula as she worked at the galley, and murmured, “Good looking lady, Ben. I reckon you two hit it off, yeah?”


I felt myself colouring. “Just friends, Justin. Good friends.” Then I felt I had to add, “She’s just buried her old man.”


He gave me a raffish grin and I looked away, feeling a bit stupid that I’d had suspicions about him and Paula.


The next morning we eased out of our little bunks at first light and stood to stretch and watch the sun catch the rim of the fractured cliff beneath which we were anchored. The water looked inviting, placid and warm, but Justin wouldn’t hear of us taking a dip. He wouldn’t even let us put a hand into the sea to wash our dinner plates.


“Too risky, mate,” he said. “You don’t know what’s lurking beneath you.”


He pointed out an osprey’s nest nearby, a dishevelled stack of sticks on top of a rocky outcrop, and we watched the owner stretch its wings in the morning sun while we gulped down coffee and toast and prepared to move on.


I took turns with Justin at the helm as we threaded our way on a northeasterly course through the Coronation Islands and around Bigge Island. We rounded Cape Voltaire in the early afternoon, and I sensed an increased alertness in Justin as he took over and changed our course to easterly, heading in to the Osborn Islands. I was dozing after a light lunch when I heard the engines throttling back and sat up with a start. We were in the middle of a sheltered stretch of water between the mainland and a long island. The sea was covered with round white floats in regimented lines, thousands of them, disappearing into the distance. I got to my feet and tried to take it in. The floats were set a couple of metres apart along each of the lines, which were spaced far enough apart to allow a boat to pass between them. There were hundreds of lines, thousands of floats, spread as far as the eye could see.


“Beneath the floats and longlines,” Justin explained, “are suspended netting panels carrying the oysters, Pinctada Maxima, the biggest pearl-bearing oyster in the world. The guys come up here regularly throughout the year to clean them of grunge – weed, coral, barnacles – then in August for the big operation of harvesting and seeding. I have a pretty good idea where the most mature oysters are, six years old, with the biggest pearls. That’s what we’ll be looking for. We’ll start tonight.”


“Tonight?”


“Yeah, we’ll do it in the dark. Customs and Immigration fly constant patrols along this coast, and we don’t want word getting back to Broome that a small boat has been spotted working the field. We’ll head around to the far side of that island now and get a bit of grub and rest, and come back after dusk.” He looked hard at me. “No booze tonight, mate.”


“Right,” I agreed, although it seemed to me that was exactly what I’d need to brace me for the prospect of groping about in a dark ocean seething with tiger sharks and crocodiles.


Once night fell we returned to the oyster beds, the water shimmering beneath a half moon by whose pale light we could make out the rows of thousands of floats on the long lines from which the panels of oysters were suspended in the nurturing ocean currents. Justin steered the boat up a long avenue between the lines, heading for one of the areas in which he knew that the oldest oysters were located, and from which the largest and most valuable pearls might be expected. I felt very tense, an intruder in this alien landscape, conscious of the creatures lurking beneath us, the tiger sharks and savage saltwater crocs, into whose domain we were trespassing. Paula sensed my anxiety, and stretched out her hand to mine. I took it gratefully and squeezed it.


“All right.” Justin throttled back, bringing the boat to a halt between two lines. Paula took his place at the wheel, and he came to my side at the stern, carrying a long gaff. We were both wearing life-jackets and protective gloves. He had already explained how we should work, him snagging the rope below a float and the two of us hauling the metal-framed oyster panel to the surface and on to the boat, but as we began I discovered that it wasn’t as easy as it had sounded. I stumbled and slipped, and caused the boat to tilt violently before we finally manhandled the first panel aboard. I sat there gasping as Justin opened it and removed two of the six molluscs, each as big as a man’s widespread hand, dropping them into a plastic tub. Then we heaved the panel with the remaining oysters back over the side, and Paula took the boat slowly forward until Justin told her to stop again. In this way we moved about the oyster beds, without apparent pattern, removing small numbers as we went, so that the harvesters due the following week wouldn’t detect our theft. I began to develop some rhythm and expertise, but after a while this began to deteriorate as fatigue set in. At midnight Justin called a halt.


“We’ve had a long day,” he said. “This’ll do for tonight.”


I was grateful, my hands and arms aching from the work. We had collected two big tubs full of oysters, maybe a hundred, and I still hadn’t seen a pearl.


That changed the next morning. After a restless sleep in our confined quarters, I woke again at dawn, and watched the island we were anchored by take shape. It had a fine looking sandy beach, beyond which low scrub covered a hillside surmounted by a rocky outcrop. The other two woke after a while, and Justin suggested we grill some oyster meat for breakfast. He took a shell from one of the tubs, and attacked it with a special tool he had, levering it open. Paula and I huddled closer to see what was inside, the shining opalescent mother-of-pearl inner lining of the shell, a blob of pale flesh, and at its heart a large white pearl. Paula gasped, and Justin picked it out, put it in his mouth to clean it, then held it up for us to see.


“Not bad,” he said. “Fifteen millimetre, good shape, fine lustre.”


He explained the qualities we were looking for, the best colours, the different shapes, and began opening other shells. It was like a lottery, you simply couldn’t tell from the outside what you were going to find within. In some cases there was nothing at all, in others the seeded pearl was accompanied by other naturally formed pearls, or keshi. There were the gnarled baroque shapes, ovals and pure spheres, and a range of colours, gold and pink and white. When we were finished, the oyster shells and surplus meat thrown over the side, Justin spread the pearls out on the table and sorted them into categories, excellent, fair and rubbish. There were only four excellent ones, perfect large spheres with a golden lustre, which Justin put into a small bag. I was devastated – all that hard work for only four gems.


“The fair ones are worth keeping too,” he said, and scooped up the so-called “rubbish” and threw them over the side.


That night we went back again, working for most of the hours of darkness, before returning exhausted to the island, boat laden with shells. The next night we repeated the process, and the next, and when we returned the following dawn, on the sixth day of our trip, our collection of pearls had grown into a substantial hoard.


Towards midday on that sixth day out of Broome, I woke to the sound of Paula and Justin talking. There was something odd about their voices, low and tense, as if they didn’t want to be overheard, which wasn’t easy on that little boat. I assumed they didn’t want to disturb my sleep, and I yawned and eased myself out of the bunk, and immediately they fell silent. They were working together on our haul from the previous night, opening the big Pinctada Maxima shells and retrieving whatever pearls they found inside.


“Morning, guys,” I mumbled, and sat down beside Paula, blinking in the bright sunlight. Absently I took up an oyster from the tub and used Justin’s tool to prise it open. For a moment I thought the sun dazzle had distorted my vision, for the large pearl nestling in the white flesh was red. I blinked, but there it still was, a startling deep crimson. “Hey,” I said, “look at this.”


Justin glanced over, and his mouth opened as he took it from my hand. “Oh mate …”


“What is it?” Paula asked.


Justin continued staring at it for a long while, then whispered, “A blood pearl. I’ve heard of them, but never seen one. I thought it was just a myth.”


“Is it valuable?” Paula laughed.


Justin stared at her. “More than all the rest put together,” he said.


I took it back from him, staring at the lustrous colour, then said, “Well, I found it, and I’m going to give it to you, Paula, because we wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t been so bloody stubborn.” I handed it to her with a grin.


We got back to work with renewed enthusiasm, hoping to find another, but without any luck.


When we finished Paula made us a meal, and then suggested that we explore the island. I was keen, but Justin said that he’d better stay on board to look after things.


Paula said, “Maybe we should watch out he doesn’t take off with the pearls, Ben, and leave us marooned here.”


She was joking, but Justin seemed to take it seriously, and proposed he divide up the best quality pearls into three equal shares that we’d each carry from now on. It seemed unnecessary to me, but he insisted that it was the right thing to do. We watched as he made up three small bags. Paula slipped the blood pearl into hers, and then Justin took the boat as close into the shore as he could, worried as always about us being in the dangerous waters. We appreciated his concern when we got on to the beach, and saw a long sinuous track leading across the sand.


“Turtle?” I said hopefully, but I knew it was too big, made by the sweeping tail of a large croc.


We hadn’t stood on dry land for six days and I found it strangely disorienting. I stumbled, and absurdly began to feel seasick. Maybe all that oyster meat had upset me too, or the heat of the sun, but as we trudged up into the scrub my gut began to feel queasy.


Paula said, “There’s something I need to talk to you about, Ben.” Then she stared at me. “You all right? You look a bit pale.”


I said, “Feel a bit crook, actually. I’m going to have to go into the bushes for a bit of private business, Paula.”


“Okay. Do you want me to take the bag?”


I said yes, and handed her the backpack that contained the bin oculars and both our bags of pearls.


I had a bottle of water with me, and after resting in a small grove of palms for a while I began to feel better, and got to my feet and set off after Paula towards the rocky outcrop that crowned the small island. There were wide overhanging rock shelves at its base, and I came across aboriginal paintings on the sheltered surfaces. There were kangaroo, snakes and the biggest of all was one I recognized as a Wandjina figure, which I knew was a guardian spirit of the Kimberley, with huge black discs for eyes, a halo and no mouth.


I continued, climbing up over the rocks, and came out on to the crown of the hill. There was no sign of Paula. From up there I could get a panoramic view over the surrounding ocean, to the mainland on one side, the Osborn Islands on the other, and the waters of the pearl farm in between. And there my eyes locked on the figure of a white ship.


I recognized it straight away, the pearl farming vessel which Derek Mankey and his crew used to harvest and reseed their pearls, and despite the warm afternoon a shiver went through me. He wasn’t supposed to arrive for several more days. If he discovered us here, and knowing all three of us, he would immediately guess what we were up to. Even now, I realized in a kind of panic, he might be watching me through his binoculars, wondering if his eyes were playing tricks.


Filled with panic, I began to clamber back down the rocky hilltop, then scrambled through the scrubby grassland that led down to the beach. I found myself in a dense thicket of trees and paused for a moment, wondering which direction to take, when suddenly I heard Justin’s voice, quite close by, call out, “Paula? I’m right here.”


“Oh, thank goodness,” I heard her reply. They were on the other side of a thick patch of tall grass, and quite close by.


“Where’s Ben?”


“I don’t know. He was feeling unwell and we separated.”


I was about to call out to them when Justin said, “The ship’s arrived.”


I was surprised. Surely he could only be referring to Derek Mankey’s ship, yet he didn’t sound in the least worried.


Then Paula said, “Oh damn, I just hope Ben doesn’t see it. We’d better find him.”


They both began to call my name, while I tried to make sense of the fact that they obviously weren’t surprised by Mankey’s arrival and seemed to have been expecting it.


“Damn,” Paula’s voice said. “Where the hell is he?”


“Have you got the pearls?”


“Yes, I’ve got both lots, here.”


“Good.”


A horrible chill had formed in my gut. I didn’t really know Justin, but Paula? I’d known her for years. Surely she would never double-cross me? But then I thought of how hard her husband’s suicide must have hit her. Maybe I didn’t know her any more.


I heard the crackle of a radio, then Justin’s voice, “Hello? Justin here.”


“Justin, old fellar. How are you?” I recognized Derek Mankey’s oily tones, filtered through the radio static. “Where are you?”


“We’re on the small island, mate. You’ll see our boat at the beach.”


“We’re on our way. Everything go according to plan?”


“Perfect, boss.”


The radio noise was cut off, and then Paula said, “What about Ben?”


“We’ll just have to play it by ear. He’s probably waiting for us down at the beach. You go on down. I’ll have one last look around here.”


I crept to the edge of my cover and watched them separate. Justin was now carrying the backpack, and once Paula was out of sight, he took out the two bags of pearls, mine and Paula’s, and buried them beneath a rock at the foot of the tallest palm tree around. Then he too set off for the beach. I felt sick. Everything I’d assumed, taken on trust, was false.


I let them get ahead, then followed until I came to the edge of the high dune that stood at the head of the beach. Lying down in the tall grasses, I crawled forward until I could see what was happening. There was another small boat coming in to the shore now, a tender from the pearl ship with two people on board. I recognized Mankey, and the taller figure of his scary bodyguard, Chay Gatt.


Mankey paddled ashore and went straight up to the pair waiting on the beach and shook Justin’s hand, nodded at Paula. Behind him Gatt tethered the boat’s anchor rope and joined them. A rifle was slung from his shoulder. I was too far away to hear what they were saying, but after a moment they began looking and pointing up the beach, talking, I assumed, about me. Gatt began scanning the slopes with binoculars, and I crouched lower into the grass. Mankey began waving his arms, and at one point I thought he might have slapped Paula, but I wasn’t sure. However, when Paula and Justin turned away and began heading towards me, I scrambled back and ran, crouching, into the scrub.


What should I do? I had no idea what was going on, but it was clear to me that I couldn’t trust any of them. I could only think of one way in which I might gain some leverage, and I ran towards the tall palm beneath which Justin had hidden our pearls. I grabbed both bags and continued running to the nearby boulders where I’d found the Wandjina rock painting. Scrambling up on to the ledge below its broad overhang, I realized that there was a very low cave stretching back into the rock, in which I thought I might hide the bags. But then I heard Justin’s voice, very close. I knew they would find me at any moment, and I squeezed myself into the cave, scraping my arms and knees as I wriggled back into the shadow.


“Where the hell has he gone?” Justin’s voice sounded almost by my ear.


“I’m worried,” Paula said. “If Chay sees him he’ll likely take a shot at him.”


“Well, at least we’ve got his pearls.”


“You’ll give them to Derek?”


“Of course, we’ll trade. Don’t worry, I’ll look after you.”


They moved away, and I lay frozen in miserable immobility in my narrow space like a tomb.


I was devastated to think that Paula had betrayed me. It made me realize, too late, how fond I’d grown of her, how trusting. They continued searching for me all afternoon, but they didn’t find me, although at one point Chay Gatt appeared outside and stared directly into my hiding place, yet didn’t see me. It was almost as if the aboriginal Wandjina figure painted on the rock above me was protecting me, making me invisible.


At last, when the light began to fade from the sky, the voices died away. I heard the putter of two outboards and I realized that I was alone on the island.


I woke the next morning after an uneasy night beneath the stars, and finished the last dribble of water from the bottle I had. It wasn’t long before I heard the sound of a boat, and their search for me resumed. I returned to my hiding place in the Wandjina cave and waited. After an hour I heard Paula and Justin’s voices. They were arguing about something. Then Derek Mankey called to them and they abruptly stopped.


They must have moved to within metres of my hiding place and I could hear them clearly as Mankey spoke, panting with exertion. “All right, Chay’s gone back to the boat. Gimme the pearls.”


Justin said cautiously, “There’s a problem, boss. We left them under that palm tree there, and they’ve gone.”


Mankey exploded, accusing them of cheating him and threatening to have Gatt deal with them.


“It’s true, Derek,” Paula’s voice cut in. “Ben must have taken them.”


There were more curses and threats before they moved off.


Later Mankey and Gatt came by, and I heard the bodyguard say, “If he’s tried to swim to the mainland he’s a dead man anyway. Even if the crocs didn’t take him, there’s no one over there to help him. There’s no water here on the island. If he’s hiding somewhere he’ll be dead in a day or two. We’ve wasted enough time. We need to fly the crew up here and get on with the harvest.”


There were a couple of things about this conversation that puzzled me. First, Chay wasn’t talking like Mankey’s employee, more like his boss. Second, it sounded as if he and Mankey had brought the pearl ship up here by themselves, without the crew, and I wondered why. But he was dead right about the water. I was already parched, and the heat was building.


By dusk I was very aware of how precarious my situation was. I made my way to the rim of the shrubs overlooking the beach and made sure that there were no boats there, then I staggered round to a rocky point that faced the broad expanse of sea in which the pearl farm lay. I felt weak and dizzy, my throat parched as I slumped against a boulder. Mankey’s ship lay anchored about 200 metres offshore, and our boat, the Starry Night, lay nearby. There was no one on the Starry Night, but the line of portholes along the side of the pearl ship were illuminated.


As I sat there, wondering in despair if my voice would reach that far if I called for help, a terrible scream ripped through the still evening air. It must have lasted for three or four seconds before it abruptly cut off, and the pitch, neither male not female, but of pure animal terror, made the hairs rise on the back of my neck.


I waited, straining every nerve, and a couple of minutes later another sound echoed over the sea, again like an animal, but this time an enraged roar.


Then silence.


I think I must have fallen into a kind of daze, almost a trance, as darkness closed in around me. I don’t know how long I sat there before a cool breeze roused me. What choices did I have? To die slowly of thirst tomorrow or the day after? Or to face my fate head on, out there across the water?


I got stiffly to my feet and stepped down across the rocks to the water’s edge. I tried not to think of the sharks and salt water crocs that teemed in these waters as I slipped off my T-shirt and sandals, made sure the bags of pearls were safe in my pockets, and slid down into the cool briny deep.


Once in the water I struck out hard for the ship on the most terrifying swim of my life, expecting at any moment to be dragged down by a crocodile or shark. At one point I became disoriented, not sure where I was heading and beginning to panic, but then the ship’s lights bobbed up above the swell and I turned towards them.


When I reached the stern, I paused, hearing voices, Mankey and Gatt arguing. They were on the open top deck, and Mankey sounded drunk and scared, almost pleading with the other man. I clambered out of the water and slipped into the shadows. I was beside a steel door leading into the main deck of the ship, whose lights I had seen from the shore. The door was open a crack, and I pushed it gently, hearing no sound from within. I peered through into a large, brightly lit space, all stainless steel and white, like a laboratory or operating theatre, where the work would be done on seeding the pearl oysters. There were fixed steel stools ranged down both sides of a broad central table, and sinks and cupboards along the walls. Something was lying on the table. No, someone. I saw a foot, a strap. Drawn by the sight, I eased the door a little wider and crept inside.


Justin was spread out on the table, ankles and wrists strapped down, his shirt pulled over his head, trousers down at his knees, and his stomach a bloody mess of entrails. I gagged, and I think I would have thrown up if I hadn’t been so dehydrated. Then I saw something so bizarre I couldn’t quite believe it – nestling in a scarlet fold of his gut was the silvery glint of a large pearl.


Oh jeez, I thought, he swallowed the bloody things!


There was a thump from the deck above, and the sound of feet coming down steel steps. I hurried to a door at the far end of the room, stopping on the way to quickly stuff the pearl bags behind a stack of boxes. Beyond the door I stepped on to a small landing. The only way forward was down a steep flight of stairs. At the foot I found myself in a corridor lined with doors, presumably cabins. Heart pounding, I tried one, a small bare room with bunk and cupboard, deserted. The next was the same, and the next. Then I heard a sound, like a whimper. It seemed to come from a door opposite. I opened it and found myself facing Paula.


She was sitting on the edge of the bunk, her wrist handcuffed to the post that supported it. Her face was shockingly battered, swollen and purple, and her lip was bleeding.


“Ben,” she gasped, a mix of hope and terror in her eyes.


I closed the door and went and crouched beside her. “Paula, what have they done to you?”


She shook her head, tears streaming down her cheek. “It’s all gone horribly wrong,” she sobbed.


“Tell me, quickly, before they come.” I wiped the tears gently from her face.


She spoke in a rush. “Mankey found out what we were doing. One night, while you were asleep, I heard Justin on the radio, talking to him. He was telling Mankey where we were. When I challenged him he said he’d had to do it, but it would be all right, we’d do a deal with Mankey and he’d look after us. He begged me not to tell you, because he was afraid you’d do something rash, and then Mankey would go crazy and hurt us all. I agreed, but I wanted to tell you, only Justin never left us alone on the boat. I was going to tell you when we got on the island yesterday, only we got separated.”


I wanted to believe her, but I still wasn’t sure. “What happened to Justin, Paula?”


“Oh, Ben, it was terrible …” She began sobbing again. Finally she told me. “Justin knew they’d search us for pearls when they found us, and he tried to cheat them by swallowing his best pearls in plastic sachets. But Chay was suspicious and hurt him until he admitted what he’d done. So they cut him open … It was so awful, Ben. He was alive. They made me watch.”


I felt sick and turned away, the blood roaring in my ears. Then I heard a sound behind me.


“Nice of you to drop in, Ben.”


I turned and saw Mankey standing there in the doorway. Behind him was Chay Gatt, a bloody carving knife in his hand.


I couldn’t drag my eyes away from the knife in Gatt’s hand, its long blade and the whole of his right arm stained in Justin’s blood. Beside me Paula sobbed.


“Good to see you again, Ben,” Mankey said cheerfully. “Didn’t swim out here, did you? Crazy thing to do in these waters. But I’m afraid that’s where you’re going to end up.”


I tried to frame some sort of reply, but he ignored me and spoke over his shoulder to Gatt. “Lock him up across the way, mate, then get rid of Justin. There’s a few things I need to ask Paula. Maybe she’ll talk to me now.”


I didn’t struggle as Gatt shoved me into the cabin across the corridor and locked the door. I sat on the bunk and tried desperately to think. What Paula had told me didn’t make sense. Why had Justin betrayed us, and how had he hoped to save us? In fact the whole bizarre story seemed to make less and less sense, from it’s beginning with Paula’s accidental meeting with Justin onwards. I began to wonder if we’d got the whole thing wrong. We’d thought we’d been cheating Mankey, but maybe it hadn’t been like that at all.


The handle turned and Mankey stepped in, shutting the door behind him.


“One last chance, Ben, for you and Paula. Tell me where the pearls are.”


“On our boat …”


He shook his head impatiently. “Not that rubbish. I want the good stuff that you set aside – your share and Paula’s. You’ve probably gathered that we’ve already found Justin’s share.”


“That’s all there was,” I said.


He leaned forward and said softly, “I know better. Where have you hidden them?”


I thought I understood now, and decided to take a gamble. “No, I won’t tell you, Derek. I’ll tell Gatt.”


His eyes narrowed, then he got to his feet, opened the cabin door and said a few words. Gatt came in, big silent brutal bloodstained Gatt, and hauled me to my feet. Mankey said, “Time for your operation, Ben.”


I tried to speak, but my throat was dry. “Haven’t …”


“What’s that, Ben?”


“Haven’t swallowed any pearls.”


Mankey smiled. “That’s what Justin said too. I’ll leave you to Chay’s tender mercies. He knows not to listen to a dying man’s ramblings. For myself, I don’t think I can take any more graphic violence tonight.”


Gatt pushed me down the corridor, then dragged me up the stair to the next deck, where the operating room of the pearl ship was set out. Justin’s body was gone from the large, bloodstained table, and Gatt pushed me towards it. I tried to summon up some last vestige of effort.


“I haven’t swallowed any pearls, Chay,” I said desperately, “but I know where they are, my share and Paula’s, of the best pearls we set aside, more than I could ever swallow. I’m the only one who knows. Paula doesn’t. I moved them when I was alone on the island. You kill me and they’re gone forever.”


He hesitated just a fraction and I ploughed on. “And I know more than that. Things your syndicate will want to hear. Do yourself a favour, just listen. Mankey wants the three of us dead – Justin, me and then Paula. You should know why.”


He hauled me around, and stared at me, his cruel face twisted in a frown. Finally he spoke. “What’s to know?”


When I’d finished telling him, trying not to sound hysterical in my panic to make him believe me, he stared at me in silence a bit longer, then raised the bloody knife. I gulped as he pressed the point into the soft flesh beneath my chin.


“You’re not going anywhere,” he said, and turned abruptly and strode off.


I looked wildly around, but any tools or possible weapons were locked away. I ran to the door, down the stairs, then turned sharply into a doorway as I heard Mankey’s voice, yelling loudly at Chay.


I found myself in the galley, and this did present more possibilities. I selected a heavy cleaver and then peeked out into the corridor again. They were between me and the cabin where they were holding Paula. I didn’t want to grapple with Chay, even armed with a cleaver, and decided I’d have to go up and over the top. But before I took to the stairs I turned back and looked wildly around the galley for some inspiration. I noticed the gas rings on the stove, and turned them all on full, unlit, then hurried out. When I reached the top deck I raced forward to the prow. There were more stairs there, and I dropped down to the cabin level again, getting to Paula without having to pass Mankey and Chay, although their angry voices were very close. She looked up at me, then at the cleaver in my hand.


“Ben! I thought … What are you going to do?”


I stared at her left wrist, trapped by the handcuffs, and she gave a little gasp. “Oh no.”


The handcuffs were tempered steel, and I knew the cleaver couldn’t cut through them. Paula saw the look in my eye and said again, voice tight, “What are you going to do, Ben?”


“I have to get you out of here, Paula,” I whispered. “Turn your head away.”


I raised the cleaver, then brought it down as hard as I could. She gave a little shriek as the blade bit into the aluminium tube stanchion to which she was handcuffed. It was hollow, the metal softer than steel, and it buckled under the blow. Another slash and it gave way. I threaded the handcuffs free and she fell into my arms.


“Come on,” I hissed. “We have to get away.”


I eased open the door and cautiously peered out. From the next cabin I could hear the growl of Gatt’s voice, putting the questions that I had planted in his head, and then Mankey’s reply, his usual smooth persuasiveness ruffled by panic. “I swear, Chay, there was nothing like that. You can’t seriously believe anything he told you.”


We slipped out into the corridor and retraced my route to the stern of the ship. Out in the dark water I heard a sound of thrashing disturbance, and guessed Justin’s body, thrown overboard by Gatt, was attracting curious predators. There was no chance of us swimming, but the ship’s tender was tied to the stern rail, and we hurriedly climbed down into it and cast off. Not wanting to risk the noise of starting the outboard motor, I used the oars stowed on board to pull us away, towards the dim form of the Starry Night anchored nearby. It seemed to take me an age to get us over there, expecting to be discovered at any moment, and a couple of times something in the water thumped against the boat. We reached the back of the Conquest and clambered aboard. I rushed to get the motor started, my fingers all thumbs, then abruptly froze as a blinding beam of light caught us, along with Gatt’s angry roar.


“Don’t move an inch, you fuggin mongrels,” he bellowed, and the beam of light slid forward across the boat. As it moved off our faces I was able to make out his silhouette on the top deck of the pearl ship. With a chill I saw that he was holding his rifle in one hand, his other arm wrapped around a bundle of some kind. Then I realized that the bundle was moving, struggling. It was Derek Mankey.


Gatt gave another shout. “Your mate wants to join you. Here …” He heaved Mankey forward over the rail, and with a yell, arms windmilling, he pitched down into the sea.


We stood transfixed as Mankey surfaced, spluttering, and then began splashing ineffectually towards us.


“You’ll have to go quicker than that, you little slug,” Gatt jeered, and raised the rifle to his shoulder. I saw the muzzle flash, heard a crack, and then a howl from Mankey.


He kept thrashing his arms, and Paula said, “He missed,” but I knew better. Gatt didn’t want to kill him; he wanted him to bleed.


Coughing, spluttering, flailing, Mankey continued moving slowly towards us. Then, very suddenly, he disappeared. After a moment he surfaced again, gave a horrible scream, then was jerked down once more. He didn’t reappear.


A terrible silence settled over the scene.


Then at last Gatt called out to me. “You want that to happen to you and your girlfriend, Ben?” He raised his rifle menacingly.


Despite the terrifying circumstances, I felt an absurd pleasure that he should call Paula that. I put my arm around her. She was trembling, and I pulled her protectively close.


“No, Chay,” I shouted back.


“Where are the pearls?”


“If I tell you, can we go free?”


“Sure mate. I guarantee it.”


I hesitated, but what choice did I have? “They’re on board the ship with you.” I told him where I’d hidden them, and he said, “This better be right. Don’t you move while I look.”


We watched him climb down to the next deck, and I said to Paula, “It’s going to be all right. That’s all he wants.”


After a moment he reappeared at the ship’s rail. “Good on ya, mate.”


“You’ve got what you want, Chay. There’s one thing …”


But he cut me off harshly. “Sad thing is, I can’t let ya go.”


“You promised …”


“Doesn’t work like that, mate.”


He raised his rifle to his shoulder. Feeling numb, as helpless as a tethered calf, I watched Chay line us up in his sights, adjusting his aim to the roll of the swell. I saw the muzzle flash, felt the wind of the bullet pass my ear, then watched a blinding ball of light burst out, consuming first the dark figure of Chay, and then enveloping the whole of his ship. The shock wave blew us off our feet and our boat began rocking madly as pieces of metal and burning plastic showered around us.


While I’d been on board the pearl ship I’d turned on all the cooker taps in the galley, and now Chay’s shot had ignited the gas-filled hold. I had been about to tell him about the gas when he’d cut me off to say he was going to have to kill us. How’s that for dramatic irony.


We watched the fireball subside, leaving a flickering ruin where the ship had been, the surrounding waters scattered with small flames and a stinking pall of smoke hanging over it all. I made sure Paula was all right, then sent out a Mayday distress call on the radio. I hadn’t had a drink of water in thirty-six hours, and thank-fully gulped from a bottle in our little galley. Then I got the boat’s toolbox and sat down with Paula and tried to unfasten her handcuffs while I explained what had happened.


Right from the beginning, things hadn’t been as they’d seemed. Paula’s apparently innocent cheap holiday offer to Broome had been engineered by Derek Mankey. He didn’t own the pearl fields, but rather operated them for a syndicate of, I imagined, rather dangerous people. They employed Chay Gatt, not to protect Mankey, but to watch him, to make sure he didn’t siphon off pearls for himself. Frustrated by this arrangement, Mankey had hit upon a scheme to defraud them, just as he had once defrauded Paula and me and our friends. He couldn’t just send his sidekick Justin in a boat up to the pearl farm to steal pearls, because the constant aerial and satellite surveillance of those waters would have sent word back to Broome of an illegal operation. So when he’d heard of Paula’s husband’s suicide, he’d hit upon a nasty scheme to lure her, and me, into playing the role of the thieves. We, with Justin acting on Mankey’s instructions, would raid the pearl farm, gather the pearls, then be betrayed by Justin and duly punished. But the pearls would not be discovered, and would be retrieved later by Mankey and Justin.


Things, of course, didn’t work out that way. First I removed the pearls, causing distrust between Mankey and Justin, and then Chay began to suspect that something dodgy was going on. Justin had in fact decided to cheat them all, by swallowing the best of the most valuable pearls, and when Chay forced the truth out of him, he suffered that terrible fate on the ship’s operating theatre.


We sat in silence in the dark, thinking over the whole extraordinary story, then Paula said, ‘I owe you an apology, Ben. I thought you had become a useless drunk, and instead you turned out to be the hero.”


“No,” I said, “you were right, I had.”


“And I had become a bitter and angry old bitch. Maybe this has changed us both.’


I took her hand and felt the pressure of her fingers.


“Shame about the pearls, though,” she said.


“Yeah.”


“How much were they worth, do you know?”


“Justin reckoned a couple of million.”


I gave a little snort at the thought, and she giggled, and then we were both laughing, tears running down our faces, our laughter echoing out across the waters to the wilderness beyond.


When we finally settled down, I lit a lamp and then reached under my left armpit and with a wince ripped off the dressing strip I’d stuck there. I held my hand under the light and showed her what I had. She gasped as she recognized it – the blood pearl, its impossible deep lustrous colour glowing in the light.


I finally managed to get the handcuffs free just before the first helicopter arrived, and the questions began. We told the story we’d agreed upon, the innocent trip to the pearl farm at the invitation of Derek Mankey, the smell of gas in the ship’s galley, the shocking explosion, the devastating loss of Mankey, Justin and Chay Gatt. We were given a medical check, then allowed to take our hired boat back down to Broome, where we were interviewed again, over several days. We enjoyed our enforced stay there, Paula and I, and as the days passed, we became closer.


A couple of months after we returned to the east coast, we had another holiday together, to Hong Kong. While we were there we visited the pearl market. Justin had told us that the blood pearl was worth more than all the rest put together, and our discreet inquiries with the merchants in Hong Kong confirmed it. They were astonished by it and eager to buy, but we decided to hang on to it. Paula wears it now, on special occasions, as she did recently on our wedding day.




THE COMMON ENEMY


Natasha Cooper


 


THE SCREAMING STARTED early that night, only a few minutes after “News at Ten” had started, instead of nearer midnight. Sue Chalmers swore.


“Don’t let it get to you,” Dan said, chucking the Evening Standard on the floor by his chair. “Block it out.”


“How can I? Night after bloody night. They have to yell like that to make it sound as if they’re having fun, when they’re really feeling sick as dogs from all the booze and just as unsure and lonely and wondering why they don’t enjoy the stuff everyone else does as we were when we were in our teens. I’d like to ram their stupid little heads against the nearest wall and bash some sense into them.”


Dan pulled his long body out of his chair, brushing his hand casually against her hair as he passed on his way out. She was so tense the pressure on her scalp seemed like an assault instead of the comfort she knew it was supposed to be.


“I know,” she said through her teeth. “They’re only young. And you hate it when I’m so vehement. But it gets to me.”


“Tea?”


“Why not?” She leaned back and turned her head so she could smile over the back of the chair. “Sorry.”


The newsreader was talking about the Middle East and Sue hated herself for getting so wound up about a bit of irritating noise when there were people out there living in hell. Dying, too. A dose of that kind of reality would sort out the shrieking, drunken teenagers and make them see what really mattered.


When silence fell five minutes later, it was like warmed oil oozing into an aching ear. Sue felt able to concentrate on the news again. Dan came back with the tea. This time, his hand on her head felt right, kind. She leaned closer to him.


Ten minutes after that footsteps sounded on the narrow pavement outside. They were even more familiar than the partying teenagers’ screeches: Maggie Tulloch from three houses down was on her way home from another long stint in the probation office. Tonight her feet were dragging more than usual. She must have had a frustrating day. Sue liked her, and admired the way she went on and on trying to make her clients behave like human beings instead of filthy, thieving thugs.


Maggie heard Sue’s television as she walked past the windows of number twenty-three, knowing she had only a minute and a half more of freedom. You shouldn’t use your job as an excuse to stay out late, she thought, then took some reassurance from the knowledge that her work mattered.


If only one of the miserable, infuriating, self-indulgent, drug-addled ex-cons she had to deal with refrained from hurting someone else because of her efforts, then her addiction to work would be justified. The trouble was, none of them had refrained yet, and she’d been doing the job for thirteen years.


She stopped on her own front door step and had to force herself to get out her key and stuff it in the keyhole. The television was on in her house too, but unlikely to be showing anything as real or useful as the news. Leaning sideways to listen, she caught Celia Johnson’s clipped and tragic voice, saying: “It can’t last. This misery can’t last.”


Oh can’t it? Maggie crunched her key in the lock and turned it.


“Hi, Mum!” she said aloud as she dumped her briefcase by the cold radiator and swung off her thin linen jacket to hang it over the end of the bannisters.


“You’re late, darling.”


I wish you wouldn’t call me darling, she thought, when everything else you say shows how much you hate me.


“Your supper’s probably ruined, although I did turn the oven down a couple of hours ago. It’s chicken.”


“No worries.” Maggie walked towards the kitchen, repeating Celia Johnson’s thought: it can’t last; this misery can’t last.


How sensible it had seemed when her father had died only months after her husband had decided that married life and a toddler were not for him after all. She’d needed help; her mother, pension-less, work-less and utterly lost, had needed somewhere to live and something to do. Thirteen years ago.


The toddler was now fifteen, nearly sixteen. And Maggie’s mother was not lost or uncertain any longer. Absolutely certain, in fact, about everything that was wrong with her daughter and the way she was bringing up Gemma, and not at all surprised Michael had decided to leave because who could possibly want to spend his life with someone who wouldn’t eat what she was given, who dressed so badly, who swore so much, who was so work-obsessed she was the most boring person on earth, who was so …


Don’t do it, Maggie said to herself. Don’t let her get to you. These are old battles and they can only be fought by two people. Refuse to fight back and she’ll stop. One day she’ll stop.


She listened again, then felt her neck muscles relaxing. For once there wasn’t any thudding angry music from Gemma’s room, distracting her from the work she had to do if she was to get anywhere near a decent university. Maggie looked at the kitchen clock. Ten fifteen. That meant fifteen minutes to eat whatever was edible from the oven and calm down, then nip up to talk to Gemma and make sure she was feeling okay about tomorrow’s exam, then a long hot bath and bed.


An open bottle of Australian Shiraz stood by the cooker. She slopped some into a huge old rummer. It had been one of the few wedding presents Michael hadn’t taken with him. Then she took herself to task, found a second rummer, polished it carefully, filled it with wine and carried both through to the sitting room.


“Oh, darling, is that for me?” Her mother glanced away from the screen for a second. “Isn’t it rather a lot?”


“You don’t need to drink it all if it’s too much,” Maggie said, lowering herself on to the sofa and letting her eyes close for a second. She took a deep swallow. “Mmm. My drug of choice!”


“Don’t be like that, darling. You’re nowhere near addicted, even if you do drink ra-ather more than you should.”


“Thanks, Mum.” Maggie looked at Celia Johnson being intensely unhappy on the screen and wondered whether the choice of film was meant as a reproach. She knew her mother was lonely, and maybe it wasn’t her fault that she wouldn’t even try to make friends or find herself any kind of occupation except watching DVDs of old films. “How was your day?”


“Tiresome.” She flashed a long-suffering smile at Maggie, who smiled back and felt her jaw muscles crack. “You know the gas man was supposed to deal with the boiler.”


“I remember. Didn’t he come?”


“Of course not, and then there weren’t any pomegranates left in the supermarket, so I couldn’t do Gemma’s favourite dish, which I’d promised her as a pre-exam treat.”


“She’ll understand.” Maggie drank again. “And you’ve obviously managed her brilliantly tonight, getting her to work without that awful music taking half her attention away from her books.”


“Oh, she’s not in tonight, darling. She needed a treat to relax her before tomorrow, so I gave her a little something to augment your mingy allowance and said she could go and see that friend of hers, who lives so near. Gillie, isn’t it?”


Maggie put down her glass as though she didn’t trust herself not to throw its contents all over her mother.


“You did what? On the night before an exam? Mum, how could you? You know how hard it’s been to make Gemma take her work seriously. For God’s sake!”


And then her mother laughed, with a pitying, condescending kind of amusement that turned all kinds of ancient levers in Maggie’s brain.


“Funny how things change, darling. I can see you now, standing with your arms akimbo, thirty years ago, explaining to me precisely why I was the cruellest woman in the world when I forbade you to see your best friend on a school night.”


Maggie turned on her heel and headed for the kitchen. Even dried-out charred chicken would help stifle all the words she couldn’t say, musn’t say.


I’m not a cruel woman, she told herself. Anyone would find this hard. It can’t last.


She switched off the oven, opened the door and looked at the blackened stumpy chicken legs. There were four, which meant Gemma hadn’t eaten before she left. The ration was always one drumstick and one thigh each. Her teeth were more than sharp enough to rip the hardened flesh from the bones of two of the joints, then she ran the cold tap until the water was icy, washing first her hands and then her face.


When she went back to the sitting room, she was calm enough to say: “I know I was a tiresome adolescent, but you can’t hold it against me forever. You know why I want Gemma to stay here on school nights. Encouraging her to rebel may give you satisfaction, but it’s damaging all her chances.”


“Don’t make such a fuss, darling. She’ll be back any minute now. She promised to leave Gillie’s by ten.”


“What?” Maggie reached for the phone, feeling the ground lurch beneath her feet. She knew the number as well as she knew her own, but for a few awful seconds she couldn’t make her fingers work. At last she heard the ringing, on and on, then the voicemail cut in:


“Hi, it’s Gemma,” came the light cheery voice. “I’m having much too good a time to answer, so leave a message and I’ll ring you back. Bye.”


“Gemma, it’s Mum. Phone me.” It was at least three years since Gemma had last addressed her as Mum, but she wasn’t going to call herself Maggie to her own daughter.


She found the number of Gillie’s house and rang it. Diana, Gillie’s mother, answered almost at once.


“It’s Maggie,” she said, without any kind of greeting. “Is Gemma there? I need to talk to her.”


“Oh, hi, Mags. No, she isn’t. She left, what? Must be at least twenty minutes ago. She’d promised your mother she’d be home by ten. Isn’t she back yet?”


“No.” The floor wasn’t moving any more, but waves of heat and cold were washing through Maggie and she felt more unsafe than ever. “It shouldn’t have taken her more than six minutes at the very most. Did she leave on her own?”


“Of course, not. I wouldn’t have let her. Jed was with her. You know, Jed Springthorpe, the most responsible boy in the whole school. She’ll be all right with him. Honestly, Maggie. Don’t fret. They’ve probably just stopped off for an illicit drink. Or a fag or two. I know they’re not supposed to smoke, but I bet they do.”


Maggie muttered something vaguely polite, then cut the connection to phone Gemma’s mobile again. Again she got the jaunty message.


“I’m going to look for her.”


“I’ll come with you.”


“Mum, don’t be silly. With your knees, I’ll be quicker on my own. And someone needs to be here in case she gets back.”


Maggie thought there was no point bothering with a jacket. The air was warm enough. Even the pavements still held some of the day’s heat. Thank God it was light still. Somehow this would seem even worse in the dark. And Gemma was nearly sixteen. Lots of people started work at sixteen. In her day, people of that age were travelling the world on their own. Maybe they still were. This panic was absurd.


But she couldn’t keep it down. Something had happened. Gemma never turned off her phone. And she never left it to ring so long the voicemail cut in. She was far, far too keen to have any kind of contact with anyone.


She and Jed could have chosen any of four different routes from Gillie’s house on the other side of the main road. The most direct would have taken them past the local supermarket, but there were no enticing attractions to make them linger there. It shut early on Mondays, so they wouldn’t even have been tempted to drop in to buy drink. But two of the other streets had pubs, and the third an expensive wine bar. Normally that would have been out of their reach financially, but tonight they had the money Maggie’s mother had handed over.


Maggie pushed open the door of the first pub to be assaulted by heavy, pounding music, and excited yelling conversations. She almost fainted with relief when she saw the bright blonde straight hair of a tall slim girl by the bar.


“Gemma!” she shouted across the shrieky crowd. “Gemma!”


Three girls looked round. None of them was her daughter. The girl at the bar turned her head lazily, perhaps wondering at the unexpectedly adult voice, and revealed herself to be a total stranger.


Maggie was out again an instant later, running now towards the other pub. She had no more luck there. Outside again, she sent Gemma a text:


“RUOK? Pls phone.”


Then she waited, leaning against the wall outside the pub, among a bunch of curious smokers, staring down at the small screen, begging for an answer. Nothing came. She phoned again. Again she heard the message.


“Jed,” she said aloud, trying to think of the quickest way of getting his number. Her mind wasn’t working properly. Gillie, obviously. But she hadn’t brought that number with her either.


She began to run again, heading for home by the most direct route, needing to get to her address book as fast as possible. Her useless feet caught in every loose paving stone, until she gave up and kicked off her shoes, bending down to scoop them under one arm. As she righted herself, she pressed the speed dial for Gemma’s number, and ran on, her shoeless feet keeping a much better grip on the paving stones.


Her tights ripped in moments, but that didn’t matter, and once her right foot hit something soft, disgusting. Even that didn’t make her pause. She ran on until a stitch savaged her midriff and forced her to stop just at the entrance to the supermarket carpark.


She’d forgotten the disabling pain; it was so long since she’d moved faster than a brisk walk. Gasping, fighting to get past the spasm, hugging herself, she looked at the long low buildings of the supermarket and thought how odd they seemed with no lights on and no cars lined up in front. Rubbish was strewn all round the recycling bins and the lid of the paper and cardboard one was propped open.


A ringing sound forced itself into her mind, and she looked down at the little phone she was carrying, sticky now from the sweat on her hand. The sound wasn’t coming from there; all she could hear as she held it was a faint buzz, but the rhythm of buzz and ring was the same.


When she put her finger on the off button the ringing stopped, along with the buzz. She pressed the speed dial button for Gemma’s phone again and the ringing started up. The sound was coming from somewhere near the recycling bins.


“She dropped her phone,” Maggie said, holding her right hand over her heart, as though to hold down its leaping and banging. “That’s all that’s happened. She’s not answering because she lost her phone. She’s probably safe home by now and they’re laughing at my neuroses again.”


Miraculously the stitch had gone, and the breathlessness with it. She felt fit and well and marginally more sensible.


She followed the ringing sound as she searched for the phone. If she could restore it to Gemma, it might help their continuing war, show how she understood that endless phoning was important, and texting and friends and doing everything except revision.


Another sound punctuated the ringing. A tiny gasping voice. “Mum. Mum. Mum. Mum. Please. Oh, please. Mum.”


Maggie felt as if something had gone wrong with time, as though it was stretching out towards eternity. Her thoughts were racing, but each step took aeons to achieve.


Each recycling-bin lid she lifted seemed to weigh several tons. That agonizing voice went on and on and the phone kept ringing. She reached the glass recycling-bin and fought with the lid.


“Mum. Mum. Mum. Please come. Please. Mum.”


This was the one. The voice was louder here.


“Gemma, darling, I’m here. Don’t worry. I’m here.”


The light was much dimmer now. It must have been nearly eleven. But Maggie could see down into the blackness of the bin, to where her daughter was lying in a foetal curl.


Gemma’s head was a mass of dark-red stickness, the laboriously straightened, gleaming blonde hair matted now with blood. Light from the street lamps caught edges of broken glass and showed cuts all up and down the bent bare legs.


Maggie leaned down to touch her daughter’s skin, but her arms were too short to reach deep enough into the bin. She punched 999 into her phone, all the time saying Gemma’s name, pouring out words of reassurance that meant absolutely nothing, because there was no reassurance to be had here.


“Police,” she said into the phone when they answered. “Police and ambulance.”


“What’s your address?”


She told them where she was and what she’d found, not saying it was her own daughter.


A patrol car drew up only two minutes later, and two uniformed officers got out, putting on their caps as they strolled towards her. Maggie couldn’t speak now, just gestured towards the bin and stood back to let them see.


“Christ!” said one, pulling at his phone.


“I’ve already asked for an ambulance,” Maggie said, surprised to find that her voice still worked. “Thanks for coming so quickly.”


She couldn’t understand why the two officers looked at each other in such a weird way.


“We’ll hurry up the ambulance,” said the woman. “Come and sit in the car and tell me how you found this girl.”


“What?” Maggie stared at the officer’s pleasant pink ignorant face. “What d’you mean, sit in the car? I’m not leaving her.”


Later, hours and hours later in the hospital, she was sitting down, waiting. She’d told the police everything she knew. She’d phoned her mother to report and spent what felt like hours reassuring her. No, no, of course it wasn’t your fault. Of course you were doing what you thought was right. It was generous of you to give her money.


And then she’d come back here to wait, sitting on the edge of the hard plastic chair, not even noticing it was cutting off the blood supply in her legs until the pins and needles started actively to hurt.


A white-coated girl, woman, was walking towards Maggie now. The stethoscope banged her chest lightly with every step. Her expression was serious. Maggie ground the nails of one hand into the palm of the other, and waited again.


“She hasn’t been raped,” said the doctor. “That’s one thing.”


“And the rest? How bad is it?”


“All head injuries are serious. She’s taken quite a kicking. I’d say there were at least two of them. Scans show she’s been bleeding into the brain, but we don’t yet know the full extent of any damage.”


“And the prognosis?”


The doctor’s face froze into blank, stubborn politeness, and something inside Maggie – some last vestige of hope – died.


“Darling! Darling, wake up!”


Maggie opened her gummy eyes. Moving her neck was agony. She’d fallen asleep with her head at an atrocious angle against the wall.


“I’ve brought you some coffee. Come on. It’s a new day. You need to be strong now.”


“Have they said anything?”


Her mother bit her lip. “Not yet. I got here about an hour ago, and they said they wouldn’t know anything for a while. But the police are coming. They’re going to want to talk to you, and I thought you’d like a chance to have some coffee, and maybe a wash even.”


Maggie was picking hard crunchy grits out of the corners of her eyes. She took her fingers away and looked at her mother, whose own eyes were covered with a film of tears.


“Come on, Maggie darling. There’s a cloakroom at the end of the passage. Shall I take you?”


A tiny smile was all she could produce, but she could see it registering, which made it easier to speak without snapping.


“I can probably manage. But thank you, Mum.”


Her mother’s hand encircled her wrist for a second, then let her go. “I’ll be here with the coffee,” she said. “And I brought a sandwich too in case you’re hungry, but it doesn’t matter if you’re not. You don’t have to eat it.”


Tears were pouring down Maggie’s face as she headed for the loos.


The police officer who was waiting beside her mother looked much more senior than the two who’d come last night. He was wearing a suit made of some thinnish grey material and a white shirt, with a dark-blue tie.


“Mrs Tulloch?” he said, shaking her hand. “I’m very sorry about what’s happened to your daughter. Do you feel up to talking?”


“If it’ll help,” said Maggie.


Her throat felt as though someone had stuffed it with wire wool they’d then pulled slowly up and down all night. And all her joints were stiff and painful.


“Didn’t anyone see anything?” she said. “Or hear it? I know the supermarket shuts early on Mondays, but there are usually people in the streets at that time. And there are houses all round. You can’t be kicked like that and make no noise. Someone must have heard something. The marks on her body make the doctors think there were two of them at it.”


Which means it wasn’t Jed, she suddenly thought, with real gratitude. Jed. Why didn’t I think of him before?


“Has anyone found the boy?” she said aloud.


“Boy?” said the inspector. “What boy?”


And so she told him about Jed, who was supposed to have been so responsibly escorting Gemma home by ten o’clock.


“Have you got a phone number?”


“No. But I can get it for you.”


“Or a surname?”


Her brain had shut down again as guilt poured through it. What if Jed had been in one of the other bins, bleeding all night, bleeding out maybe? Dying? And she hadn’t said anything.


“Gerald Springthorpe,” said her mother.


“Was he – I mean, is he Gemma’s boyfriend?”


“No. Just a friend. They’re all at school together, so he’s probably sitting in the exam room now.”


Maggie noticed that her mother was talking absolutely normally, sensibly, without any carping or martyring herself. She was in charge, and in some weird way it helped.


“We’ll talk to him later. Can you tell me …?”


His voice seemed to be coming from further and further away. Maggie’s temperature control had gone again. Shivering, boiling, she felt the floor tilting upwards and then nothing.


They’d found Jed by the time Gemma was pronounced dead three hours later, and one of the DI’s juniors was relaying his story to Maggie. Listening to it helped to hold her in the present, but it couldn’t stop the tears that came out of her eyes in great gouts. More fluid than she’d ever have believed a body could hold. She didn’t even try to stop them, or dry her face.


“He says they were together all the way to the Bull, then a mate of his called out and wanted them to come in for a drink,” the police officer told her. “He says Gemma refused, said her nan would kill her if she was late home again. He said OK, he’d take her to the door, then come back to join his mate in the pub, but Gemma asked him if he thought she was a baby.”


“So he let her go,” Maggie said, thinking what tiny things had made this huge unalterable disaster: her own insistence on not being out late on school nights; Gemma’s pride; Jed’s friend hanging around the pub at just the wrong moment.


“It wasn’t his fault, Mrs Tulloch. Really it wasn’t.”


“Didn’t he hear anything?” Maggie said. “It was only a street way. She must have screamed.”


Then she thought about the noise she’d heard in the pub. Jed had probably been inside then. If she’d known, if he’d recognized her, would there have been time to find and save Gemma?


Maggie bent over her knees, fighting to keep the howl inside her body.


“With all that music no one could’ve heard anything from outside,” the officer said, then echoed her thoughts: “You’d know that I expect. I mean, you were in there yourself. We’ve got you on the CCTV, calling her name. Jed and his mate were there, too. The film proves his story.”


“So no one knows who did it?”


“Not yet. I’m sorry, Mrs Tulloch. We’re doing everything we can. We’ve taken every possible kind of sample. The labs will …”


Maggie stopped listening. What did it matter anyway? Gemma was dead. It could’ve been anyone – one of her own clients, even, hanging about, bored, grabbing a passing girl to rob her of her phone and whatever pathetic little amount of money she had.


Had she fought back? Was that why they’d kicked her to death. Or were they crack-crazed thugs, getting off on her terror and their power?


“What about the secret cameras by the bins?” said her mother.


Maggie raised her sodden face and saw the officer looking sceptical.


“What secret cameras?” he said.


“The council put them there by the bins only a few weeks ago. One or two of the sluttier neighbours were flytipping nearly every day. Dumping their smelly rubbish in the recycling bins. So we got the council to put the cameras there. They should’ve had film in and been running. They must show what happened.”


“It’ll haunt me until I die,” Sue Chalmers said to Dan that night. “They were only thin scraggy boys who did it. Twelve-year-olds. You and I could’ve fought them off, stopped them killing her, if we’d known. But how could we know?”


“It’s not our fault. I phoned the cops when we heard the screaming but it took them more than half an hour to come.”


“You did what?”


“Like you, I thought it was just kids making a racket, enjoying themselves, so I rang the local nick to complain, instead of 999. By the time they got round to investigating, poor Maggie Tulloch had already found Gemma. But at least they’ve got the boys now, and the evidence to prove it was them. They’ll definitely go down for it.”


“I don’t suppose that’ll help Maggie, though. D’you think I ought to go round and see her?”


“No. You’d be intruding on that awful grief. And she’s got her mother with her, after all.”




BLOODSPORT


Tom Cain
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LOOKING THROUGH THE sniper sight as the couple left their holiday home and walked down the path between the rhododendrons, down to the gate where a scrum of photographers, reporters and TV crews were waiting, it was the wife Carver felt sorry for. He had nothing against her. Quite liked her, in fact, as much as you can like anyone you’ve never met or even spoken to. From everything he’d seen, she seemed sensible and down-to-earth. She looked like she was doing her level best to show that there was at least one sane person in the country who still thought her husband was up to the job. Carver thought she was wrong, but he admired her loyalty in trying.


So the fact that this perfectly pleasant woman would soon be wiping blood off her simple, unpretentious summer dress – chosen, he supposed, in the hope of pleasing all the bitchy columnists who’d accuse her of dowdiness if she looked too plain, or vulgarity if she went for anything too expensive in these recessionary times – well, that bothered him.


Not enough to call the whole thing off: but it bothered him nonetheless.


Her husband, though – the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, and First Lord of the Treasury – he was a different matter. Carver had a bone to pick with him.


After all the politicians’ lies, the corruption, the greed, the mountainous debts, the obsessive control freakery and the rampant incompetence, it had taken the death of a single soldier in Afghanistan to shift Carver out of the general herd of pissed-off, moaning but essentially inert citizens, into a group of one: the man who was going to do something about it.


The soldier’s name was Mike Swift. In the newspapers, he’d been described as a Major in the Royal Marines. The reports said he’d been attached to the British forces’ headquarters staff in Helmand province. They said he’d died in a helicopter accident.


The newspaper reports were bullshit.


Carver didn’t need anyone to tell him that Swift, though his original commission was indeed in the Marines, had actually served as an officer in the Special Forces. He’d arrived in the SBS as a first lieutenant, newly elevated from one elite force into an even more exclusive group of fighting men during Carver’s last couple of years in uniform. Carver remembered Swift well: tough despite his youth and inexperience, resourceful, respected by his men and blessed with a thoughtful, reflective side to his nature that always conveyed a sense that he saw the bigger picture. Even as a junior officer, Swift had clearly been destined for bigger things. Now he was lying in a coffin, awaiting his last flight back to RAF Lyneham.


It took a call to another former SBS man, Bobby Faulkner, to tell Carver what had really happened. By “accident” the Ministry of Defence did not mean that a helicopter had crashed. The truth was, it had never turned up at all. When Swift had called in, requesting immediate extraction from a job up-country that had just turned critical, he’d been out of luck. The British Army had been forced to act like a third-rate radiocab company on a busy Saturday night. There weren’t any aircraft available. They were all busy. Those that weren’t already being used were out of service: “Sorry, sir, have you tried the Americans?”


The Taleban made sure that Swift’s body was found, just as they’d done with his redcoated predecessors, back in 1841. There’s something about a body with the skin flayed off its limbs, the entrails neatly piled upon a slit-open stomach and a crudely-carved, gaping wound where the genitalia should be that sends a powerful message.


The general public had not heard the message. Great trouble had been taken to ensure they never would. But Carver had inside channels unavailable to the average punter. He’d heard the message all right. And the moment he did, he decided to act upon it.


Very publicly.


With force.


2


Carver was high up an oak tree. He’d been there for three days, remaining as motionless as humanly possible, rendered invisible by the combination of thick summer foliage and a shaggy, camouflaged ghillie suit that broke up his outline and blended him into his surroundings.


The oak grew beside a lake in Cumbria. Carver had his back to the water. In front of him was an open expanse of grass, which ran as far as a road that ran north–south, parallel to the eastern shore of the lake. For the past thirty minutes there had been no traffic along the road, nor would there be for another thirty to come. Manned police barriers, approximately 200 yards apart, both clearly visible to Carver, had made sure of that.


Directly opposite Carver’s position there was a turning off the road, which formed a semi-circle of tarmac, ringed by the high brick walls of a large property. This semi-circle was where the media were massed. Their assorted cars, vans and trucks, now parked along the road on either side of the semi-circle, and the police cars that had accompanied them, had been the last vehicles allowed past the barriers.


The walls were lined with trees and shrubs and bisected, right in the middle of their arc, by a gate. Behind it a tarmac drive led up to the Victorian villa that had been rented for the Prime Minister’s holiday accommodation. Carver was watching the PM and his wife walk down that drive towards the gate, the waiting media and, though they did not know it, to him.


The official schedule for the next few minutes had been very tightly scripted. Every move that the prime ministerial couple would make, and every word they would say had been accounted for. They’d walk up to the gates, apparently engrossed in happy conversation and pleasurable contemplation of the property’s well-manicured grounds and delightful lake views. The gates would open. The couple would walk through them and pose with the gestures of enforced normality that distinguish pictures of politicians, regardless of race or ideology, attempting to look like normal human beings. Carver felt reasonably certain that this would involve the Prime Minister pointing off towards the middle distance while the missus followed his finger with a look of adoring fascination plastered on her face. He had never seen any normal human beings do this, but somehow it was expected of our leaders and their spouses.


A few bland questions would be asked, avoiding any reference to contentious political issues and concentrating instead on the general desirability of a family holiday amidst the glories of the British countryside. The Prime Minister would assure his people, with a cheery smile, that he was enjoying himself enormously.


More pictures would be taken and then proceedings would draw to a close and the loving couple would walk back through the now-closing gate and up the drive again.


Whoever had scripted the whole charade had cast the stars, brought in the extras and even found a delightful set. The one thing they had not counted upon was the special effects. Samuel Carver would be providing them.


Or would he?


Now that the time was drawing near, he suddenly felt afflicted by doubts and misgivings. The whole thing had been almost too easy up to this point. Carver had contacts from his old days in the forces scattered throughout Whitehall, the private security industry and even the media – nothing said “credible defence analyst” like actual combat experience. They had managed to find out everything he’d needed to know. He had been careful not to tell them exactly what he had in mind, if only to save them from any legal retribution later. But his general intentions had been clear enough. Yet between them they gave him everything he needed: schedules, locations, security protocols, shift patterns (because the most vulnerable moment for any security operation is the handover between one shift and another), even the precise gap between the couple and the rope holding back the photographers. And then, when he’d asked for one, last personal favour, every one of them had willingly complied. Perhaps he shouldn’t have been surprised. Feelings were running high.


So he had emerged from the lake at 4 a.m., three nights earlier, taken up his position and begun his long wait. And all the while a thought had been growing in the back of his mind, a niggling seed of doubt that had steadily expanded until now it seemed to fill his whole consciousness. For whatever he had done and how many sins he had committed Carver believed himself to be, if not a good man – there were too many deaths on his conscience for that – certainly a man of honour and integrity. Many years ago he had sworn to serve his Queen and country, and he still felt bound by that obligation.


He was certainly not a psychopath. He had a conscience and a profound sense of right and wrong. And so, as he lay in that oak tree, he kept asking himself, “Can I really go through with this?”
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The US Army regards the Heckler and Koch 416 assault rifle, a development of the standard M4 carbine, to be the best gun of its kind in the world. Its elite Delta Force actually helped develop the 416’s design. So Uncle Sam is happy to pay up to $1,425 a unit to provide his top troops with such an outstanding weapon. Samuel Carver, like the men of Delta Force, was armed with an M4 variant. It was called the RAP T68 Avenger, and in the custom specification he required it had cost him just over $4,000, roughly three times as much as a 416. It really was a very, very special piece of kit.


The T68 was much quieter than a conventional weapon. It emitted no muzzle flash, making it much harder for any opponent to spot. Its rounds were of a much larger calibre than standard ammunition, exploded on impact and were virtually guaranteed to take out anyone they hit. The T68 was a game-changer.


For every ladder, however, there must be a snake, and the slithery reptile in this particular case was that the maximum range of the T68 was just 300 ft. For anyone interested in marksmanship – anyone, for example, intending to take out a target with a headshot – the effective range was reduced to a mere 150 ft. Carver was aiming for the body, but even so, he had a lot further than 150 ft to cover. And it wasn’t an easy shot given the downward angle at which he was shooting, the breeze off the lake and the mass of men and women, armed with cameras and microphones, who were standing directly between him and his target. Carver was no great fan of the journalist classes. But he didn’t want to hit one of them.


Overhead, a police helicopter was sweeping the area. It would be gone by the time the couple reached the gate of the property: no one wanted the noise of a chopper to interfere with the audio quality of the Prime Minister’s interview. But its presence provided a welcome distraction for Carver. It made him forget his moral qualms and worry about a practical issue: the degree to which he was shielded from any thermal imaging equipment the helicopter or the officers aboard it might be carrying. It was a warm day, with bright sunshine. He was counting on them trusting their own eyes to do the job.


The helicopter made one last pass over the scene of the photocall and the surrounding area then clattered away across the lake. The air fell silent. Now Carver had nothing to take his mind off his self-appointed mission.


He nestled the butt of his rifle against his shoulder and went into the standard routine of slow, deep breaths, preparing to shoot after he had exhaled, at the calmest point of the cycle. He visualized the process: the smooth, easy trigger action; the repetition as he went for his second and third shots.


Through the T68’s Super Sniper 3-12 × 50 Scope, he could see every line on the Prime Minister’s face.


The green crosshairs moved downwards, past the open collar of the PM’s shirt to a point directly between the narrowest parts of the lapels of his casual, holiday jacket, smack in the middle of his chest.


Carver kept the sight there as his target – a man, he reflected, who had done him no personal harm: who could not even raise his taxes, since Carver had long lived in a flat in Geneva – proceeded through the gates of his rented lakeside villa, and up to the mark where he and his wife would stand for the photocall. The mark, Carver knew, was 247ft from where he lay, at one corner of a right-angled triangle. The ground formed the long, horizontal side. The tree formed the short, vertical side. The line of fire was the hypotenuse. Basic geometry.


The Prime Minister reached his mark.


Carver could not shoot.


For the first time in his life, his will, or maybe his nerve had deserted him. He had sabotaged planes and helicopters and condemned their inhabitants to terrible, screaming deaths. He had sent cars spinning across motorways into the paths on oncoming trucks. He had set houses alight, along with everyone in them. He had shot, stabbed and strangled. But this, for some reason, he suddenly could not do.


He gave a single sharp shake of the head, as if physically trying to dislodge his uncertainty.


Carver settled back into his routine: slow, deep breaths; mental images of smooth, easy trigger-pulls; preparation for subsequent shots.


The Prime Minister was posing for pictures. He was smiling at his wife. He was, as Carver had predicted, pointing at something across the lake. His wife appeared to find this utterly fascinating. The green crosshairs were still pointing directly at his chest: the fourth button down of his shirt, to be precise.


Still Carver did not shoot.


Now the Prime Minister was taking a question. It seemed to be a very entertaining question, since he was smiling and even chuckling as he answered.


Carver knew the schedule. There would be three questions. At the end of those questions, the PM and his wife would turn around and walk back the way they came. His chance would be gone.


There was a second question, a second smiling answer.


No shot.


Then the third question was asked. The Prime Minister nodded thoughtfully and brought his hands up in front of him to emphasize a point he was making.


Carver fired.


He shot three times, and they all hit.


Three crimson explosions burst upon the Prime Minister’s chest. He staggered backwards, stunned by the force of the blows. Blood erupted over his body, his hands and the shocked woman standing beside him. As her husband fell backwards to the ground, she began to scream as she saw that the blood was on her too. So much blood, spattering over her pretty summer dress.


The media onlookers were split between those too horrified by what they were witnessing to be able to function and those hardier, more experienced souls who kept their cameras running, tightened the focus, grabbed every second of footage that would now be flashing around the world as a small, domestic photocall became a global phenomenon.


All the policemen, MI5 agents and counter-terrorism specialists, in and out of uniform, were shouting at one another, looking round to try to find the origin of the shots, desperately calling for medical attention. They were giving in to the momentary loss of control that grips even the best-trained operatives when the unthinkable occurs.


So it took a few seconds for people to notice that the Prime Minister was slowly getting back to his feet, rubbing the back of his head where it had hit the tarmac. He was drenched in blood, but he was, as he tried to assure his poor wife, completely fine.


The cameras kept clicking and rolling. The news-reporters changed the tone of their coverage from horror at a death to bafflement at an amazing resurrection. And at that precise moment an e-mail arrived at the Press Association in Vauxhall Bridge Road, London, copied to the BBC News headquarters at Broadcasting House and CNN’s European headquarters in Great Marlborough Street. It was signed by a number of former officers in Her Majesty’s armed forces and it revealed that they had donated the blood with which the Prime Minister had just been covered. He now, they observed, really did have the blood of British soldiers on his hands.


Carver, meanwhile, had taken advantage of the total confusion at the scene of the hit to slip out of his ghillie suit, scramble down the tree and slide into the water of the lake. He swam away under water, using a standard Special Forces rebreather system.


He left his gun behind in the tree, carefully wiped down to remove any fingerprints or DNA traces.


The RAP T68 Avenger bills itself as the finest paintball weapon in the world.




THE RAT IN THE ATTIC


Brian McGilloway


 


“SHE’S NOT WISE, Inspector,” Artie Moran said, squinting against the glare of the winter sunlight reflected off the snow blanketing his garden. He raised his hand above his eyes to reduce the glare and nodded towards the Transit van parked in the driveway, the snow an inch thick on the windscreen. “I’ve not been out all night. Who’d drive in that weather?”


“You’ve no idea what happened to her cat?”


“None: I didn’t kill it.”


I had called out to see Moran’s immediate neighbour, Mary Hannigan, that morning. The thickening snow meant it took me almost twenty-five minutes to drive the ten miles to the estate of semi-detached houses where they lived, the car wheels spinning beneath me on corners. All for a bloody cat.


Mary, now well into her eighties, had spent her working life as a primary-school teacher. Despite this (or indeed perhaps because of it), she had never had any children of her own and had, seemingly, grown increasingly eccentric over the latter years of her widowhood following the death of her husband, Robert. For a few years now, someone from the station called her each morning at 9 a.m. While initially the call had been an alarm call for Mary, increasingly we saw it as a way of checking that she was okay. It had been my turn to call her that morning and, when I did, she had begun crying on the phone.


She’d answered her door wearing a woollen hat and a heavy man’s overcoat that hung down almost to her furred boots, gesturing me into her house without comment, then shutting the door behind me.


“To keep in the heat,” she explained.


I stood to one side in her hallway, pressing the backs of my legs against the storage heater, but the metal casing provided little warmth.


“Would you not be better turning the heating up, Mary?” I asked, my breath misting before me.


“I can’t afford it,” she snapped. “My electric bill’s gone through the roof. I called the electric company but they’re thieves the lot of them. I haven’t the money to run the heating high.”


“You took your time,” she muttered as she shuffled down the hallway. “It could just have easily been me that was murdered.”


“Murdered?”


“It’s Tammy,” she said, turning towards me, her features sharp with anger. “That thug, Moran, next door killed her.”


“Who’s Tammy?”


She gestured with one crooked finger that I should follow her into the kitchen. In the corner, in a small plastic bed, lay the stiffened body of a cat.


Mary looked at the bed askance, then rifled up her coat sleeve and produced a tissue which she held against her nose in preparation for further tears.


“I didn’t know you had a cat, Mary?” I said. In truth, despite calling her a number of times from the station, I had never been in Mary’s house before. I wondered was it always so cold.


“She weren’t mine,” Mary said. “She was Robert’s. We’ve had her nine years. Then that animal killed her. He hit her with his van.”


“Did you see this happen?”


She shook her head, her mouth a tight white line. “No need. He drives in and out of here at all times of the day and night. I came out for her this morning and she was lying dead on the road. He just left her there.” Her eyes, red and rheumy, began to weep. “Left her lying,” she repeated.


I squatted down to the animal. Despite her claim, it bore no injuries on either side of the body.


“Tammy wouldn’t have died of natural causes, Mary?” I asked. “I don’t see any sign of injury to her. Maybe it was her time.”


“Was her time?” Mary snorted, her eyes glinting fiercely. “He did it. You ask him.”


“I’m not sure, Mary,” I said, trying to be placatory.


“Ask him,” she snapped, folding her arms.


“She’s not wise,” Artie Moran concluded as we stood in his doorway. “You can see from the snow that I wasn’t driving last night.”


I nodded agreement. “She’s just upset,” I said. “She’s on her own in there.”


He rifled through his pocket, produced a fifty-euro note. “That’ll buy her a new cat,” he explained.


“That’s not necessary, Mr Moran,” I said. “I know you’re not responsible. To be honest, I’m only checking to keep her happy.”


He waved away my comment. “Give it to her anyway. I feel kind of sorry for the old woman.”


Mary Hannigan watched from the old wooden-framed kitchen window as I struggled to pierce the frozen ground of her garden to bury the cat. I’d been hacking with the old shovel she’d given me for a few minutes with little success though the effort at least allowed me to generate some warmth. Taking a breather, mid-burial, I stood among the snow swirls and lit a cigarette. Leaning on the shovel, I regarded the backs of the houses and tried to ignore Mary’s look of annoyance. Something struck me as unusual about her block. Despite the lack of heating in her house, I noticed that the roofs of both her and Moran’s houses were free of snow while all the other pairs of houses along the street retained a thick covering of snow on their roofs.


With the burial completed to her satisfaction, Mary made me a cup of tea. She huddled in her seat, her hands clamped around her hot cup.


“That’ll warm you up, son,” she said, blowing across the surface of the drink before sipping tentatively at it.


“Speaking of which, I think you need your attic insulated, Mary,” I said. “Any heat in the house must be escaping through the roof.”


She tutted, her jaw set flintily. “It is insulated. Robert insulated it himself a few years before he passed away.”


Treading carefully, I ventured, “But you’ve no snow on your roof.”


“I’m telling you he did it. Check if you don’t believe me.”


“I believe you,” I said, my hands raised in surrender.


“You believe nothing,” she snapped. “Go up and see for yourself.”


Cursing softly to myself for having ever brought the subject up, I climbed up on one of her rickety kitchen chairs to reach the trapdoor, hoping the thing would bear my weight long enough to get me up and down again. Mary stood below me, her arms folded tightly across her chest.


“Watch out for the rat,” she said as I reached up.


“What?” I looked down at her pinched face.


“There’s a rat up there; I hear it at night moving around.”


“Just when you need a cat …” I muttered, pressing the palm of my hand against the trapdoor to push against the magnetic lock and open it. The wood of the door felt unusually warm, particularly in contrast with the cold of Mary’s house.


I pushed. The trapdoor swung open in a waft of humidity and I stared up into the blazing glare of heat-lamps. Pulling down the stepladder, I climbed up jutting my head up into the roof space.


The room was heavy with heat and the scent of greenery. The whole length of the loft was lined with row upon row of cannabis plants, the dark green spikes of their leaves reaching towards the lights hung from the rafters.


Glancing up, I noticed that the lamp’s cables ran down the length of the rafters and were patched into Mary’s attic light socket. At once, I understood why her electric bill was so expensive.


I stepped up into the attic. Looking across I saw that Artie Moran had broken through the wall separating his attic from Mary Hannigan’s in order to increase the space available to him in which to cultivate his plants. He stood now on his own side, open-mouthed, pausing in the middle of stashing blocks of fifty-euro notes into a black bin bag.


He glanced around him, as if to gauge the likelihood of escape. The bag in his hands was clearly heavy and I knew that, to run, he would have to let it go. In the event, he could not.


As I approached him, I put my hand in my pocket and pulled out the fifty he had given me for Mary Hannigan.


“You felt sorry for the old woman?”


Moran swallowed heavily, his body slumping slightly where he stood as I pulled out my phone and called for backup.


Over the course of the next five hours, we removed 200 plants, and over 50,000 euros from the attic in six black bin bags. This cache did not include the two blocks of fifties I had removed from the bag before my colleagues had arrived, which I had hidden in Mary Hannigan’s kitchen.


A week later I stood in that same kitchen watching as the plumbers fitted the central heating. I had arranged for Mary to be booked into a hotel until the work was completed. The glazier approached me to announce that he’d finished installing the double-glazing.


He glanced around at the various workmen moving around the house, raising his voice to be heard above the cacophony of hammer blows and electric drilling.


“How the hell does an old doll afford all this at her age?” he asked.


I looked at him levelly. “Drugs money,” I said.


Had I not been wearing my Garda uniform, he might even have believed me.




ENOUGH OF THIS SHIT ALREADY


Tony Black


 


SHOPPING IS, LIKE, my way of getting over Steve … until the meds kick in anyway.


Been to Wal-Mart buying stuff I don’t need or want – picked up my fourth pair of Ugg boots for Chrissakes – got them under my arm as Brad Johnson squeezes beside me in the elevator to math class, starts his shit again.


“Been trappin’?” he says, leaning in close enough to let me know he’d sprung for a second chilli-dog at lunch.


“Excuse me.”


“What Dad calls it when my mom comes back all bagged up like a fur trapper,” a laugh on his last word, like, for no reason. This jock shit has me weirded out, but I’ve got good cause.


The elevator jolts and Brad rocks forward on the heels of his Nike Airs, I get a feel of his semi and I’m thinking, whoa … that stuff about me putting out is such fiction already. But my heart’s racing. Pounding and pounding because this is my first day back after … The Incident. Brad and I haven’t even spoken about The Incident.


“This is my floor!” I say, edging away real fast. I’m sweating, shit, this is too full on.


“Your floor, my floor … I don’t mind one bit!”


That’s not even funny. Six weeks past, at Trish Jacob’s party, Steve caught Brad on top of me, doing stuff. I was way out of it, can’t remember a Goddamn thing, but Steve and me are so over now. And Brad, I just feel way too strange around him. Real strange.


I’m shaking as I turn to push the button and he smiles at me, moves in close, all slimy-like. In the polished elevator door I see him eyeing my ass, pursing his lips and flicking out his tongue like a snake or a lizard or something. It’s all for his jock buddies, they high-five, and I want to hurl. No shit, I want to throw chunks here and now.


Brad’s hot hands grab my hips, pull me back. His semi feels more like a hard-on now. I can’t move, I want to say something but I’m too choked, what a wimp-out!


“You remember this, Alana?” he says, smiling, laughing.


My heart goes from flat-out to stopped in a second. I feel chills all over me. But I remember nothing.


Ding! The elevator stops; feel a judder.


I shake off Brad’s hands and run out.


I’m in such a rush I nearly drop my new Ugg boots.


“Hey, someone’s been to the stores, let’s see,” says Louisa. She comes running over and takes my bag with the boots. “Oh my God, Alana, these are so awesome!”


I’m too pissed to respond, my heart is, like, racing as I think of Brad and his buddies laughing at me. What the hell were they saying?


“What the fuck is this?” cries out Louisa, she holds up a little white box I took from the pharmacy. I mean took, I never stole before, but I couldn’t bring myself to buy it. I’m acting real strange since The Incident.


I snatch back the box, tuck it away. “It’s … you know, a test.” I whisper on the last word.


Louisa’s eyes widen, she drops her voice lower than mine, mouths the shape of the word, “Pregnancy?”


I nod.


Louisa rolls her eyes, “But, you and Steve … I thought you never did it!” I can take hearing his name from Louisa, she’s my friend, she makes me laugh, but I still don’t like it.


“We never.”


Louisa sticks her tongue in her cheek, rolls up her eyes again, “Oh.”


I don’t think she understands.


Shit, I don’t think I do.


***


I sit through math but I don’t think I’m learning a frickin’ thing. My head is full of Steve and how I’d promised he’d be my first and the way his face looked when he said about catching me with Brad. He roared and cried and said I was like all the other dumb chicks jumping in the sack with an asshole just because he gets his daddy’s Porsche on weekends.


I cry, too, when I see the little white stick go blue. I cry and it hurts because I don’t know why I’m crying. Is it because that’s my life, like, over already? Or is it because I’ve done one more thing to hurt Steve? I don’t know anything anymore.


“Alana, you dumb bitch,” I say. I’ve been sitting in the girls’ john for an hour; took me so long to build up the courage to pee on the little white stick but now I have the answer I wish I didn’t. I wish I was never born, Christ, how did this ever happen?


I pull up my panties and take Mom’s gun from the strap thing on my leg. Mom loves this little gun; she saw it in a movie once and Dad bought it for her, strap thing and all. She laughed and laughed that day. That was a long time ago. All the happy days seem a long time ago now. I look at the gun, it’s small, says Beretta on the side but Mom calls it her Bobcat, like, why? I dunno. I don’t know anything. I don’t even want to think about anything.


I put the gun in my mouth and close my eyes but I can’t pull the trigger. All I see is, like, my mom and dad and Grandpaw crying and crying and crying and the tears are just too much. I don’t want to cause anymore tears. I didn’t want to cause any tears, ever.


“Hey, Alana … how ’bout a replay?” shouts Brad to me.


Am I, like, underwater or something? My mind feels all fuggy, could be the tears but I feel changed. My thinking just doesn’t work. Dr Morgan said I’d feel different when the medication kicked in, but I don’t think this is what he meant.


“Are you talking to me?” I shout back.


Brad’s jock buddies slap him on the back, there’s white teeth lighting up the whole corridor as all the queen bitches stop to stare and you could hear a fuckin’ pin drop, like they always say.


“That night at Trish Jacob’s place was, ehm, y’know …” I sure as hell don’t know.


“Was what?”


More back slapping, one of the goofballs gets so excited he drops a folder, papers swirl about when the door to the schoolyard opens and the breeze takes them.


Brad puts his hands out. “What, you don’t remember?”


I shake my head. I’m just so glad Steve’s moved to Lincoln High and can’t see any of this.


“Well, how about I give you a re-run tonight?”


This is, like, tennis or something, eyes flitting up and down the hallway to catch what I’m gonna say next. I don’t even know, only, I’ve said it before I realize.


“Okay, sure.”


The silence breaks into uproar.


“Woop-woop-woop,” carries down the hall and Brad’s buddies try to lift him up. The noise brings out Mr Martinez from the history department and he smacks his hands together to get everyone to shut the hell up.


Soon all I hear is the queen bitches slipping past me and muttering, “slut” over and over.


Like I give a fuck, now.


The black Porsche 911 is sat outside our front porch for, like, maybe a minute before Brad’s hitting the horn and yelling.


“Who is that?” asks Mom.


“No one,” I say.


“Don’t you lie to me, missy!” She goes to the window, pulls back the drapes, “What in the name … who do you know drives a car like that, Alana?”


“No one!” I’m pulling on my Ugg boots and then I’m running for the door when Mom starts to flap.


“Now, just you hold on a minute my girl … I know you’ve been a little out of sorts but remember what Dr Morgan said about taking things easy!”


“Mom …”


The horn again.


“Alana, I don’t think running about all over town is the way to get your head together.”


“I’m not running about, Mom … I’m just …”


“Alana, I never … I didn’t mean that.” She looks concerned, starts to undo her apron strings at her back, then moves towards me with her hands reaching for my face.


“Mom, please.”


She clasps her hands round my face, her eyes are all misty as she speaks, “You’re such a pretty, pretty girl my darling … You could have anything you want, anything in the whole world.”


I want to say, “Anything?” Like it’s a real choice or something, but I know it’s not. I can’t have Steve.


I pull away and run for the door.


I can hear Mom yelling after me as I get into the Porsche.


We drive, like, forever. Brad talks and talks about a whole heap of crap, what the Dodgers need to do next, how his daddy knows President Bush, his vacation in France and England and wherever. Eventually, we’re parked out by the flats. They have crags and rocks out here and they say some serial killer used a scope-gun to shoot kids who were making out way back. I dunno if that’s true, but it’s what they say. I think about that a little as Brad turns off the engine and swivels round to face me. He has that shit-eating grin of his on. I never noticed before now but the grin’s crooked, too.


“So, here we are,” he says.


“Yeah.”


He’s sat on the edge of his seat with his crotch facing me, like maybe that serial killer’s scope-gun once looked.


He touches his lips, sways a bit. Goes on and on. Says Steve’s name, like three, maybe four times, I lose count. I’m, like, hearing Steve,


Steve,


Steve,


Steve, and I’m thinking, why? Why’s he keep on him?


Enough. Enough already.


All the while I just look into him and want to hear this is all, like, a nightmare or something. That my life’s a bad dream I’m soon gonna wake from. But I don’t hear it. Nothing like it.


“Hey, c’mon, you know I wanna fuck you again, Alana, and I know you ain’t getting none from old loverboy Steve, so I’m guessing you could do with the action.”


This is the best he can do?


I’m tuned in to what he’s saying and I’m, like, is that it? We done? You had your say already?


He reaches out and tries to pull me towards him but I pull away.


“Oh, I get it.”


“You do?”


“Yeah, you want some stuff.”


“Stuff?”


Brad goes into his jacket and pulls out a baggie, I can see a little white powder in the corner. He takes a few pinches and lays out a line on the dash and offers it to me.


“Go on, it’s what you want.”


I shake my head.


“Go on, go on.”


“I don’t do drugs, Brad.”


Now he does the eye-roll thing, looks through me. “Oh, yeah.”


“What do you mean, oh yeah?”


He starts to tie a knot in the baggie, tucks it back in his pocket.


I ask him again, “What do you mean, oh yeah?”


“Nothing, I mean, well … you were pretty out of it back at Trish’s place.”


I feel my heart beat fast again.


“Yeah?”


“Hell, yeah.”


He leans in again. I feel him start to breathe close to my neck. He starts to kiss me, then his hands move over me.


“Where did you get the coke, Brad?”


A laugh, then, “Connections.”


I feel his tongue come out, it runs up and down my neck, onto my chest. He starts to unbuckle his belt. It seems to take him, like, forever to draw down his zipper, but when I look up at his face I see he’s grinning and trying to tease me or something, yeah, like he was some strip-joint dream boy, I don’t think.


“Your connections, they can get you anything you want?”


He’s on top of me now, pops it out, starts grinding, pulling at my panties. “They can get me anything I want.”


He’s grinning and acting like some frat boy who’s just got the town slut in the back-seat of his daddy’s Buick.


I lay there feeling my head pushed against the door and my ass jammed against the stick shift and I want to scream but my voice is so weak I can hardly get the words I have to say out. “Like Rohypnol?”


He puts his hand on my ass, says, “You know, Steve ain’t coming back, Alana, why don’t you relax?”


He moves fast, now. There’s no, like, struggling with buttons or straps or whatever, he’s ripping at me.


“Stop!” I tell him.


“What?” He looks pissed with me. “I can’t stop now!”


His hands move fast but mine move faster as I slip the Beretta out of the leg strap and point it at his crotch. As he feels the cold metal touch his balls his face looks white as death, but that might just be the moonlight. He’s sure as hell stock-still … until I pull the trigger.


Blood splatters the window behind him instantly. I move the gun about and I’m firing and firing until there’s smoke everywhere, so much I can taste it.


For a moment, I lie there.


I can feel the gun smoke burning my throat.


My lungs fill up and I start to cough.


Brad’s mouth isn’t crooked any more. It flops open and his lips spill blood on me. I’m like, yeuch. He’s a dead weight on top of me as I slide out from under him. I wonder, does he know why?


Oh yeah, like I’d care if he did.




HOGMANAY HOMICIDE
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New Year’s Eve, 1906


FROM THE MOMENT the Frenchman crossed his threshold, Crippen was suspicious of Landru. The newcomer unsettled him. What annoyed him more than anything else was that his wife, Cora, liked the man so much. Her predilection for the opposite sex was something to which he’d grown wearily accustomed. Now that they slept apart, Cora was able to entertain male friends at will in her own room, forcing Crippen into a half-hearted complaisance. While he was ready to turn a blind eye to some of her conquests, however, he was determined to prevent her from adding the name of Henri Desiré Landru to her list.


“What exactly is the fellow doing here?” he demanded.


“He’s our guest,” replied Cora, adjusting her hair in the mirror.


“I thought we agreed to stop taking guests.”


“We could hardly turn him away. Besides, he came on Mr Richards’ recommendation. When he met Henri in Paris, Mr Richards assured him that we’d offer him accommodation.” Reaching for the glass, she downed the last of her gin. “You remember Mr Richards, surely?”


Crippen remembered him only too well. Richards had been one of a number of boarders at 39 Hilldrop Crescent and, like the others, had been a source of irritation and resentment to him. Because his wife refused to engage a servant, they had to do all the chores, cooking meals, changing beds and – the job Crippen found most demeaning – cleaning the dirty boots of their guests every morning. Relieved when they stopped taking in lodgers, he was suddenly thrust back into the role of a landlord.


“I don’t want Landru here,” he said, petulantly.


“Show some hospitality on New Year’s Eve,” said Cora, shooting him a look of reproof. “Henri is delightful. I know his English is poor but I like having him around. It’s the same with Mr Rennie. Angus was always one of my favourites. When he needed somewhere to stay for a few days, I welcomed him with open arms.”


“Mr Rennie, I can accept but I find Landru so shifty.”


“Gee, Hawley, can’t you try to enjoy yourself for once?”


“Not while that Frenchman is here.”


“You’ve gotten so dull and boring lately.”


The rebuke silenced Crippen. It was horribly true. He was no longer able to arouse his wife’s interest let alone her affection. When he first met her in New York, he’d been entranced by the beauty and effervescence of a seventeen-year-old girl. He hadn’t minded that her voice was so strident. She, in turn, had been attracted by his politeness, his diffidence and his status as a doctor. Cora wasn’t daunted by the age gap between them of over a decade or by the fact that Crippen was a short, slight, bespectacled man with thinning hair. Beside him, she could shine and he bathed in her glow. But that glow had now been removed to a spare bedroom and was reserved for interlopers like Landru. It was humiliating.


Cora rose to her feet. “How do I look?” she asked, turning full circle then striking a pose. “Am I ready to see in the New Year?”


“Yes, my dear,” he said, dutifully. “You’re not even looking at me.”


“I don’t need to, Cora. You always look swell.”


“I’ve made a special effort for tonight. It’s the first time we’ve celebrated Hogmanay with a real Scotsman. I don’t want to let Angus down. Now take a proper look at me,” she ordered. “What do you see?”


What he saw was the bird of paradise he’d married after the death of his first wife. Cora was an attractive, raven-haired woman in her thirties with an unquenchable vivacity. Russian and Polish blood coursed through her veins. She had put on a little weight over the years but could still turn heads. From her colourful wardrobe, she’d chosen an evening dress of blue silk with a tight, boned bodice, lace motifs, velvet ribbons and short puff sleeves. A silver necklace, silver earrings and large silver bracelet lent an additional glitter. Crippen’s eye fell on an elaborate silver brooch.


“I’ve never seen that before,” he said.


“It was a present from an admirer,” she replied, airily. “There was a time when you gave me presents, Hawley. Now I have to rely on others.” She spread her arms wide. “Well?”


Crippen heaved a sigh. “You’ll be the belle of the ball, my dear. In fact,” he went on, venturing a rare pun, “you’ll be the Belle Elmore of the ball.”


Cora laughed. When she appeared in music hall, Belle Elmore was her stage name. Her ambitions to be an opera singer may have foundered but she could still win applause in the world of variety. Applause and alcohol were her twin necessities.


“Cheer up,” she urged, taking him by the shoulders to shake him. “Hogmanay is a time for celebration. We’ll have some real fun for a change. This is going to be a truly amazing night.”


“Yes, my dear,” he said through gritted teeth.


There were five guests in all. Angus Rennie, staying again at the house where he’d once been a lodger, was a thin, angular, hairy man in his thirties with a jocular manner. Otto Helsing, Master of Magic, was a music hall artiste, tall, portly, ever-smiling and carrying his sixty years with extraordinary lightness. Dorothy Quinn, his assistant, was, like all of her predecessors, young, petite and excessively pretty. Mabel Roy was another of Cora’s music hall friends, a handsome woman in her late thirties with the grace of a dancer and an exquisite dress of red velvet accentuating her figure. Then there was Landru, also in his thirties, short, frail, well-mannered and with dark eyes that smouldered quietly in the presence of a woman. He stroked his thick red beard like the fur of a much-loved cat.


All of them, Crippen noted, had been invited by his wife. He disliked Helsing intensely. The magician had called on Cora recently and might well have been the admirer who gave her the silver brooch. Crippen was certain that the Master of Magic had earlier bestowed the bracelet on her, a clear sign that she’d succumbed to his oily charms. Dorothy Quinn had a bloom and innocence that suggested she hadn’t yet been seduced by her employer. She reminded Crippen of Ethel le Neve, the bookkeeper and secretary at the firm he managed. Both women had an elfin loveliness. For Mabel Roy, he had some respect. She was the least obnoxious of Cora’s theatrical friends, most of whom competed shamelessly for attention. Mabel, by contrast, an excellent dancer, singer and pianist, had poise and restraint. Her beloved husband, another Scot, had died in tragic circumstances the previous year and Crippen had been impressed by the bravery with which she bore his loss.


Landru was the odd one out. In fact, it was his oddness that worried Crippen. The Frenchman seemed furtive, ill at ease and rather sinister. There was a sense of suppressed power in his small frame. He was as dapper as his host but not as much of a dandy. The difference was that none of the women there even looked at Crippen whereas they all showed considerable interest in Landru. Cora was characteristically over-familiar with him, Mabel was friendly and Dorothy, who spoke a little French, conversed haltingly with him in his native language. While the rest of them drank, laughed and made merry, Crippen stood on the sidelines, plucking at his moustache and watching Landru.


Questions burned in his mind. Why had the fellow turned up on their doorstep unannounced? Didn’t he have a family and friends with whom to see in the New Year? What made him keep looking over his shoulder? How long was he staying? Who was he?


“Music!” shouted Cora, clapping her hands. “We must have some music. Play for us, Mabel.”


“Very well,” said Mabel, putting her drink aside and moving to the piano. “Give us a song, Cora.”


“Yes,” encouraged Rennie, patting Cora on the back. “Let’s hear one of Marie Lloyd’s songs.”


Cora was offended. “You’ll hear one of Belle Elmore’s songs,” she said with indignation. “They have more taste.”


With her friend at the piano, she launched into an aria from a Puccini opera, singing with well-rehearsed emotion and using a series of dramatic gestures to enhance her performance. She acknowledged the generous applause with a curtsy. Crippen noticed that Landru clapped with more enthusiasm than anybody, his eyes roving over Cora’s body with undisguised hunger.


“Now it’s your turn, Mabel,” said Cora.


“I can sing,” boasted Rennie. “Let me go first.”


“You can wait, Angus.”


“This is Hogmanay. Scotland takes priority. Mrs Roy knows that because she was married to a Scot.” He put an arm around Mabel’s shoulder. “Play something from bonnie Scotland.”


Cora tried to intervene but Rennie was too drunk to brook any refusal. Wearing the tartan of his clan, he banged the top of the piano with a fist. In order to placate him, Mabel played a Scottish air and Rennie got through one verse before he completely forgot the lines. He was outraged when some of them laughed at him and vented his spleen on Landru.


“What are you grinning at, you frog-faced, bloody Frenchman?” he shouted. “This is Hogmanay. We don’t need foreign turds like you here.” After gulping down some whiskey, he beat his chest. “I’m going to show you a Highland dance.”


“Later on, perhaps,” said Crippen, taking him by the arm. “I think you need to sit down for a while.”


Rennie shrugged him off. “Go away.”


“Try to calm down.”


“Who wants to calm down on Hogmanay? It’s the greatest night of the year for a Scot. Get a wee dram inside you, Dr Crippen, and enjoy the party. You’ve a face like a smacked arse.”


“There’s no need for vulgarity, Mr Rennie.”


“If you won’t touch whiskey, drink some of that quack medicine you palm off on people. Maybe that’ll cheer you up.”


Crippen was hurt. “I’m not a quack,” he asserted, “I’m a quali fied doctor. It just so happens that my qualifications aren’t recognized in England. Now please do us all a favour and sit down.”


“Let him alone, Hawley,” chided Cora. “Angus is entitled to show us how he can dance.”


“Yes,” said Helsing, dryly. “We need some amusement.”


While the Scotsman moved to the centre of the room, the others drew back to the walls. Crippen moved two chairs out of the way and Cora shifted an aspidistra to safety. A small, cluttered parlour was hardly the ideal dance floor but Rennie was undeterred. While Mabel supplied the stirring music on the piano, he danced a Highland fling by the flickering light of the gas lamps. Rennie showed surprising nimbleness at first, dancing on his toes and holding an arm aloft. At the height of his performance, however, he suddenly lost his balance and tumbled to the floor amid mocking jeers. Hauling himself angrily to his feet, Rennie turned on Helsing this time.


“All right,” he challenged, “let’s see you dance, Mr Magic.”


“I wouldn’t be so foolish as to try,” replied Helsing.


“Then what can you do?”


“I can hold my whiskey a lot better than you, my friend.”


Rennie bristled. “Are you saying that I’m drunk?”


“Otto is saying nothing of the kind,” explained Cora, taking Rennie by the elbow. “Now you come and sit over here with me while Otto shows us one of his tricks.”


“They’re not tricks,” corrected Helsing. “They’re pure magic.”


“There’s no such thing,” sneered Rennie.


“Wait and see, my friend.”


Helsing moved them all to one end of the room and took up a position near the door. Dorothy, meanwhile, had run out into the hall to retrieve the Master of Magic’s voluminous cloak from its peg. When she handed it to him, Helsing whisked it through the air, making the gaslight dance crazily.


“What I’m going to do,” he announced, “is to make Dotty disappear before your eyes.”


Rennie cackled. “I could make her disappear as well,” he claimed. “She can disappear up to my room any time she wishes.”


“Please be quiet,” said Crippen, mildly.


“The same offer goes to you, Mabel. I know you like Scotsmen because you married one. Did he have a kilt like mine?”


“Sit still and watch,” said Mabel, hiding her annoyance behind an indulgent smile. “Otto really is a master of his craft.”


Taking his cue, Helsing held his cloak out so that its hem touched the floor. After a little curtsy, Dorothy stepped out of sight behind the cloak. Seconds later, Helsing flicked it aside to show that his assistant had apparently vanished into thin air. Cora, Mabel and Landru clapped in appreciation. Rennie glowered. Crippen wondered how it was done. Helsing gave them no time to work out the secret. With another twirl of his cloak, he held it out for a few seconds then dropped it to the floor. Dorothy had reappeared again, spreading her arms to take the applause.


“That’s not magic!” yelled Rennie. “It’s a cheat.”


“Merveilleux!” said Landru, still clapping. “C’est un miracle.”


“Speak English, you snail-eating bastard.”


“Don’t be so rude, Angus,” said Cora, reproachfully. “Henri is a guest here. Show him some respect.”


“I don’t want Hogmanay spoiled by a Frenchie.”


“You’ll do as you’re told.”


Crippen spoke surreptitiously to Helsing. “Is there any way you could make Mr Rennie disappear?” he asked.


“I can think of the perfect way,” murmured the magician.


“Why don’t we all have another drink?” said Mabel, taking charge of the situation. “Then we can play a few games.”


Rennie cackled. “And I know just the games to play!”


Crippen had to spring into action. Whenever Cora’s friends descended on him, he was given the task of passing refreshments around and pouring the drinks. He always felt strangely excluded as if he were a hired waiter rather than the master of the house. It was the same tonight. Alone in the kitchen, he replenished the glasses. His wife was drinking gin while Helsing and Rennie preferred malt whiskey. Mabel, Dorothy and Landru opted for wine. Crippen himself, never a committed tippler, was happy to nurse a glass of stout all evening. He could never understand how the others could drink so much. As he handed the glasses out, he got no sign of gratitude from Rennie and Cora berated him for taking so long.


When the games started, Crippen joined in reluctantly. The noise got louder, the laughter wilder and Angus Rennie progressively more out of control. As the hours rolled by, the Scotsman managed to insult or upset everyone, reserving his real venom for Landru and making the Frenchman’s dark eyes blaze with fury. Mabel was caught between them. On learning that she was a wealthy widow, Landru began to court her and even suggested that she might visit Paris with him. Having his own designs on Mabel, Rennie was enraged. He did everything but throw a punch at Landru.


During a lull in the festivities, Crippen took Dorothy aside.


“I wonder if I could ask you a favour, Miss Quinn?” he said.


She was guarded. “What sort of favour, Dr Crippen?”


“I noticed that you have some command of French.”


“Oh, I speak it very badly,” she said with a self-deprecating smile. “Monsieur Landru was very patient with me.”


“What do you make of the fellow?”


“He’s very shy but that’s understandable. I like him.”


“Could you spare me a few minutes?” he asked, escorting her out of the parlour. “There’s something I want you to translate.”


“My French is not that good, Dr Crippen.”


He guided her upstairs and along the landing until they came to Landru’s room. Letting her in, he turned up the gas so that light flooded the whole area. Landru was travelling light. All that he’d brought with him was a small valise. Crippen opened it and extracted a newspaper. Dorothy was alarmed.


“Should we be doing this?” she said. “It’s private property.” Crippen stiffened. “Landru is under my roof, Miss Quinn. That gives me certain rights, I feel.” He opened the newspaper. “There,” he said, pointing to an item. “Translate that for me, please.”


“I’m not sure that I can.”


“This edition is four days’ old. There has to be a good reason why Landru has kept it. Tell me what that reason is.”


Dorothy studied the item carefully and Crippen was struck afresh at how closely she resembled Ethel le Neve, an employee he’d come increasingly to admire. He controlled a powerful urge to touch her and contented himself with inhaling her delicate perfume. Dorothy was nervous. Fearing that they might be disturbed by the Frenchman, she was anxious to get out of the room quickly. She shook her head.


“I don’t know some of the words,” she confessed. “But the police are mentioned, aren’t they?” he said. “Yes – and so is Monsieur Landru. This is the word that I can’t translate,” she went on, indicating it. “Escroquerie.”


“What does it mean?”


“I’m not certain, Dr Crippen.”


“You must have some idea.”


“All I can do is to hazard a guess.”


“Go on.”


“I think it’s something to do with fraud.”


“I knew it,” said Crippen. “We’re harbouring a criminal.”


***


After replacing the newspaper and turning down the light, Crippen led the way out. He sent Dorothy back downstairs alone. Standing in the shadows, he weighed the significance of what he’d just discovered. Landru was on the run. That accounted for his unheralded arrival on their doorstep. He was a swindler. It was Crippen’s duty to inform the police at once and he moved off to do so. Then he checked himself. There was no need to rush things. Cora would never forgive him for wrecking the Hogmanay celebrations by having one of their guests arrested. Besides, Crippen wasn’t sure that the British police would have any jurisdiction over Landru. He agonized for several minutes about what he should do and decided that he’d simply bide his time. The important thing was that the Frenchman had been identified as a criminal. Crippen resolved to keep a close eye on him.


When he went downstairs, he heard a noise from the kitchen and went to investigate. Mabel Roy was looking in a cupboard.


“What are you doing in here?” he asked.


“I was searching for some cake,” she replied. “Part of the Hogmanay tradition is to give oatmeal cake to children. That’s why its other name is Cake-Day.”


“We don’t have any oatmeal cake.”


“Any kind of cake will do. Since we don’t have a child either, we’ll have to make do with Miss Quinn. She’s the youngest here.”


“Let’s forget about the cake, shall we?” said Crippen, closing the cupboard door. “If Mr Rennie is an example of how Scotsmen behave on Hogmanay, I don’t think we need to be too faithful to tradition. I’ve never seen him so drunk. The man’s conduct has been abominable.”


“It’s only because he’s very unhappy.”


“Oh?”


Crippen’s first impulse had been to get her out of the kitchen as swiftly as possible because it was so embarrassingly dirty. Cora didn’t believe in cleaning the stove or stacking the utensils in any kind of order. Unwashed crockery stood in the sink and every surface was covered by piles of tins and bottles of alcohol. The only consolation was that the subdued light hid most of the grime. Crippen didn’t try to usher her out because Mabel Roy was a shrewd woman. She might have some insight into Rennie’s unpardonable antics and he wanted to hear what it was.


“This is only an opinion, mark you,” she warned.


“I trust your judgment.”


“Well, according to Belle – to Cora, that is – Angus Rennie was a pleasant man when he lodged here. She spoke fondly of him.”


“Mr Rennie was tolerable enough,” conceded Crippen.


“I think he’s been badly wounded in an affair of the heart. That’s why he has that air of desperation about him. Your wife knows him, of course, and is ready to let him take a few liberties but he was very forward with me and more or less pursued poor Miss Quinn into the basement during one of the games.” She smiled sadly. “I feel sorry for the man. I know what the loss of a loved one can do to you.”


Crippen was about to point out that a blighted romance didn’t entitle Rennie to behave so aggressively but Cora swept into the room.


“Is this true, Mabel?” she demanded. “I’ve just been speaking to Otto and he tells me there’s every possibility of a strike.”


“I’d say that it was more of a probability,” replied Mabel.


“If we go on strike, we earn no money.”


“That’s not the way to look at it, Cora. At the moment, we’re at the mercy of the managers. Our contracts usually oblige us to perform one matinée a week. But they now want us to add three or four matinées without any extra payment. I call that sheer exploitation.”


“I don’t care what you call it,” said Cora, truculently. “Nobody will make me go on strike.”


“If the Variety Artistes Federation makes the decision, you’ll have to obey it. We must stick together.”


“My place is on a stage and nobody will shift me from it.”


“Need we have this discussion in here?” bleated Crippen.


Cora was dismissive. “Oh, be quiet, Hawley!”


“Go into the parlour where we have a fire.”


“I’m glad you mentioned the fire,” she said. “It’s dying. Make yourself useful for a change and fetch some coal.” Crippen hesitated. “Off you go, man. We want a good blaze at midnight.”


Smarting at her brusque treatment of him, Crippen went into the parlour to retrieve the coal scuttle. Dorothy was at the piano, tapping out a ditty with one finger.


“Where are the others?” asked Crippen.


“There was nobody here when I came downstairs,” she said, “though I heard Mr Helsing talking to your wife in the dining room.”


“What about Landru?”


“I’ve not seen him for ages, Dr Crippen.”


“Say nothing of what we found out about him.”


“I won’t breathe a word,” she promised. “In any case, we don’t know that he’s a criminal. Just because the French police want him, it doesn’t mean that he’s done anything wrong. He seems such a kind and attentive gentleman. I can’t believe he’d commit a crime.”


“Then why is he here? Why did Landru flee abroad?”


“People leave their countries for all sorts of reasons. Mr Helsing left Germany thirty years ago because he was invited here. He’s now as English as I am. You and Mrs Crippen left America because you felt you could better yourselves here.”


Crippen groaned inwardly. “Let’s not talk about why my wife and I emigrated,” he said. “What I can assure you is that we were not in flight from a police warrant.”


Picking up the coal scuttle, he excused himself and went off to the cellar. Before he descended the stairs, he picked up an oil lamp to light his way. It was cold and dank in the cellar. Shivering his way down the steps, he told himself that there were far better ways to spend New Year’s Eve than being at his wife’s beck and call in a house filled with her friends. Mabel and Dorothy were acceptable company. For the others, he had nothing but contempt. Of Landru, he had a positive loathing. When he reached the bottom of the stairs, he put the coal scuttle aside so that he could open the door with a free hand then he raised the lamp to illumine the scene. What he saw made him step backwards and let out a gasp of horror. Face down on a heap of coal was a man whose head had been smashed open. It was Angus Rennie.


Crippen stayed long enough to make sure that the Scotsman was dead then he closed the door and put his back against it. As he considered what to do, his heart was pounding. Somewhere upstairs was a killer, someone who’d been provoked beyond measure by Rennie and turned on him. Landru was the obvious suspect but Helsing had also clashed with the man. Nor could the women be discounted. All three of them had been harassed at some stage of the evening by Rennie. Crippen reeled as a thought struck him. Had Cora struck the fatal blow? Was he married to a murderer? Having regained his composure, he opened the door to take a closer look at the victim. Blood surrounded the scalp wound. There were no other marks upon the Scotsman.


Crippen used the lamp to guide himself to the top of the stairs. As he entered the parlour, he found Cora still expressing disapproval of the projected strike. Mabel, who was on the committee of the Variety Artistes Federation, was strongly in favour of it. Helsing supported her. Dorothy took no part in the argument.


“We have to stand up to the managers,” insisted Helsing.


“It’s all very well for you to say that, Otto,” retorted Cora. “You’re famous and in constant demand. I’m neither of those things. If I go on strike, managers will never employ me again.”


“Yes, they will,” said Mabel, earnestly. “If we take united action, we can close every music hall in the land. We’ll only go back to work on our terms – and that means getting paid for every matinée.”


“Excuse me,” said Crippen, walking over to them.


“Don’t interrupt us now,” snarled Cora. “This is important.”


“It’s not as important as what I have to say, my dear.”


She turned on him. “Where’s the coal? Can’t you even manage to fill a scuttle on your own?”


“Mr Rennie is dead.”


“What are you talking about?” she snapped.


“Angus Rennie is in the coal cellar. He’s been murdered.”


The others looked stunned but Cora was furious.


“Is this some kind of a joke?” she said.


“If you don’t believe me, go and see for yourself.”


“I’ll do that,” said Helsing, seriously. “Your husband is not in the habit of making jokes, Cora. I’m inclined to believe him.”


As the magician left the room, the three women felt the full impact of what they’d just heard. Dorothy emitted a cry, Mabel put a hand to her heart and sank into a chair while Cora glared at her husband as if blaming him for the sudden interruption to their celebrations. It was not long before Helsing returned.


“It’s the truth,” he acknowledged. “Rennie is dead.”


“How?” cried Cora.


“Who could have done such a thing?” asked Mabel in a daze. “We must call the police immediately.”


“No,” decided Crippen, feeling empowered for once. “I want to uncover the truth first. I want to unmask the killer myself.”


“Well, don’t look at me,” said Cora, huffily. “I liked Angus.”


“I detested the fellow,” admitted Helsing, “but that doesn’t mean I’d bludgeon him like that.”


“Is that how it happened?” asked Dorothy, tremulously.


“Someone hit him with a lump of coal.”


“What on earth was he doing down there?”


“We must put that question to Landru,” said Crippen.


It was at that precise second that the Frenchman walked back into the room. He was startled when they all turned to look at him so intently. He ran a finger around the inside of his collar.


“Something, there is wrong?” he asked.


“Where have you been, Monsieur?” said Crippen.


“I go out for the fresh air.”


“It must be freezing cold out there.”


“I not like to be indoors all the time,” explained Landru. “I take the little walk.”


“And did that little walk include a visit to the coal cellar?”


The Frenchman shrugged. “But no – why should it?”


“Because that’s where Mr Rennie was killed,” said Helsing, looming over him. “That’s where someone battered him to death.”


“Is not me,” pleaded Landru, eyes darting.


“You didn’t like Mr Rennie, did you?”


“No, sir, is true. I no like him.”


“He baited you time and again.”


“What is this ‘baited’ you say?”


“He provoked you,” said Crippen. “He insulted you. He called you names. You were bound to be upset.”


“I no touch the man.”


“You wanted revenge.”


“Is not true – I swear it.”


“I believe him,” said Cora, stoutly. “You only have to look into his eyes. Henri takes after my husband. He’s too gentle by nature to commit a murder.”


“Even the gentlest of men will strike out if pushed to extremes,” said Crippen, grimly. “Let me suggest two things to you, Monsieur. The first is this. I put it to you that the reason you hate to be cooped up inside a house is that you served a prison sentence. You can’t stand being locked away.” Landru gulped and brought both hands up to his face. “I had a feeling I might be right on that score.”


Cora blenched. “A prison sentence – whatever was his crime?”


“He’s a swindler, my dear.”


“Is a lie,” howled Landru. “I not guilty.”


“Listen to my second suggestion,” said Crippen. “You fled to England because the French police were after you for another crime.”


“Is a mistake, Dr Crippen.”


“We don’t need to hear any more of this,” said Helsing, grabbing Landru’s wrist. “He needs to be arrested for murder. I’ll detain him here while someone calls the police.”


Crippen headed for the door. “Leave that to me.”


Hilldrop Crescent was a leafy thoroughfare off the Camden Road. When Crippen came out of the house, he saw a clutch of revellers waiting to greet the approaching New Year with flagons of beer in their hands. He spoke to one of them and the man eventually agreed to run to the nearest police station. Returning to the house, Crippen first went into his dispensary. When he found what he was after, he slipped it into his pocket. A loud scream from the parlour alerted him. Rushing into the hall, he collided with Landru who knocked him flying before fleeing through the front door. Crippen got up and went into the parlour where he saw Otto Helsing sprawled on the floor with blood dribbling from his nose. Dorothy was crying and Mabel was bending solicitously over the magician. As if by reflex, Cora identified her husband as the culprit.


“This is your fault, Hawley,” she said, bitterly. “You should have stayed here to hold him. He punched Otto and ran away.”


“That proves he was the killer,” declared Helsing, rising to his feet and dabbing at his nose with a handkerchief. “So much for him being too gentle, Cora – the man’s a violent criminal.”


“He may be a criminal,” said Crippen, calmly, “but he didn’t murder Angus Rennie. I’m certain of it.”


“Don’t be so obtuse, man. Use your eyes.”


“My ears proved to be more useful, Otto. When I went into the street just now, there were several people who’d been out there for the past hour. One of them told me he saw a strange man come out of this house and walk up and down for at least fifteen minutes. Fifteen minutes,” he emphasized. “It was during that time that someone took Mr Rennie’s life in the coal cellar. Whoever killed him, therefore, it couldn’t possibly have been Henri Landru.”


Cora was aghast. “Are you saying that it must be one of us?”


“You’re not a suspect, my dear,” said Crippen, “and neither is Miss Quinn. She and I were in Landru’s room, searching for evidence, when the murder took place.” He looked from Helsing to Mabel then back again. “That leaves only two possibilities.”


“Don’t you dare accuse me,” blustered Helsing. “I never went near the man. Dotty will vouch for that.”


“I can only speak for the time we were together,” said Dorothy, quailing under his glare. “We were separated during that last game then Dr Crippen and I went off to look at a French newspaper.”


“Stand by me, Dotty.”


“I must tell the truth.”


“The truth is that I never got close to the fellow.”


“You didn’t appear to go near the victim,” said Crippen, “but then you’re a master of illusion. You know how to do one thing while seeming to do something quite different. A magician who can make his assistant disappear before our very eyes could easily contrive to kill someone without apparently getting close to him.”


Helsing folded his arms defiantly. “I won’t say another word.”


“You won’t have to, Otto, because I know you’re innocent. I go down the cellar every day,” Crippen went on, “so I know how dirty your hands can get when you pick up a piece of coal. You need to wash them thoroughly and the obvious place to do that is in the kitchen.” His eyes flicked to Mabel. “That’s where I found you, pretending to look for oatmeal bread.”


Mabel gave a hollow laugh. “You surely don’t think that I had anything to do with this?” she said. “Angus was a strong man. How could I possibly have got the better of someone like that?”


“With a little assistance, I suspect.” Crippen took a small box from his pocket. “This used to contain a dozen grains of hyacin. It’s now empty. You knew where I kept my drugs, Mabel. You also knew the properties of hydrobromide of hyacin. It’s what they use at Royal Bethlehem Hospital to subdue restless patients. It was administered to your own husband before he passed away there.”


“Stop it!” she begged, burying her face in her hands.


“I watched Angus Rennie badgering you all evening. He knew that your husband had died in an asylum because I was there when Cora told him. He felt that you were fair game,” continued Crippen. “He hounded you, Mabel. He molested you at some point so you stole the hyacin to slip into his whiskey.”


“I only meant to calm him down,” she wailed.


“A couple of grains would have done that. You deliberately gave him a fatal dose, one that would make him delirious at first then very drowsy. You lured him down the cellar,” said Crippen, levelly, “and hit a defenceless man on the head so that it looked as if he’d been battered to death. In fact, it would simply have left him with a very bad headache because you didn’t have the strength to crack his skull.” He held the box high. “This is what killed him, isn’t it? And the beauty of it was that you had an obvious scapegoat in Landru.”


Cora was staggered by her husband’s skill in working out what had happened. She was also shocked to realize that her close friend had committed a murder and wished that she’d never agreed to have Hogmanay celebrations in the house. She looked at Mabel with a mixture of fear and disgust. Helsing and Dorothy had already backed away from the killer. There was a long silence. It was broken by the rapping of the door knocker. Crippen went out into the hall.


At the very moment he opened the door, bells rang out in the distance and delighted revellers in the street began to sing a welcome to 1907. The policeman beamed at Crippen.


“Happy New Year, sir,” he said. “What’s this about a murder?”




FRUITS


Steve Mosby


 


CAROLINE.


This place is very different to the home we shared. My small cell is made of bare sandstone. The walls make the floor dusty: I think the breeze from the single, barred window is gradually eroding the surfaces, so that when I pace, my bare feet swipe the slabs, sounding like a broom across dry floorboards. If I shout through the window, my voice disappears across the field and into the trees, sounding like nothing.


I have a dirty mattress for a bed, and a hole in the floor for a toilet. The door is at the far side. I’ve never seen it open, but every day I wake up to find the man has somehow placed a tray just inside. He brings me a pitcher of water, several thin curls of ham, a chunk of bread, a wedge of cheese, and two bright green apples.


I focus on the apples. I don’t know why, but I do.


Today, he left me this pencil and scrap of paper too, presumably because he knows I used to be a writer. I think he expects me to write to him.


Instead, I’m writing to you. For you. Because I always did.


If I can, I’ll write more tomorrow.


John.


Do you remember the evening I signed the contract, when we had champagne together? I think about that a lot: a pointless tatter of memory. It’s like studying a treasure map for a land I can’t visit anymore. But it keeps me occupied.


You’d always had faith in my fiction, through all the penniless years, and you forced us to mark the occasion. I wanted sparkling wine; you insisted on champagne. As we drank, I imagined its history: the transformation from the grapes on the sun-drenched vines into the liquid in the bottle before us, fizzing with a different kind of life. I thought about the things that had died to enable our celebration, and I felt guilty. But you were so proud of me, and I couldn’t tell you. Not then.


I know you’ll never read this, but I want you to know: I’m sorry for what I did; we never had a reason to celebrate that night.


And I miss you more than I can ever say.


I had a revelation this morning. I focus on the apples he feeds me because I know they’re not poisoned.


My window faces out onto a patchy field. Over to the right, there’s a small rose garden, the blood-red flowers nodding lazily in the breeze, and at the far end, before the woods begin, there is a large apple tree. I’ve seen the man down there. He’s fat and pink and simple-faced, like a pig in overalls. I’ve called out to him, but he keeps his back to me and never replies. The only sounds I hear are the birds and the steady, delicate click as he clips apples from the lower branches.


So I know where they come from. I can turn them over, and check that the skin is clear and unbroken, that the fruit sealed inside is safe to eat.


But something must be poisoning me. Because how else does he get the tray in without disturbing me? Also, I remember … words. Things he must have said. We’re all made of stardust. Or perhaps I sleep too long and dream too much.


No, he has said that, I’m sure.


And also: Nothing dies.


But he knows that’s not true, doesn’t he?


Another memory.


I’m in a small tearoom. There are flowers on the wallpaper, wooden beams overhead and tassels on the curtains, and I keep hearing the elegant chink of teaspoons on china. A journalist is sitting opposite me, older and more austere than I’d been expecting. (Many of them were prettier than I told you). But this is Whitrow, Jane Ellis’ hometown, and I have no right to expect a warm welcome. Her name is almost sacred here.


“Why did you use the roses?” she says.


Jane Ellis’ body was never found, but a rose was delivered to her husband the year after her disappearance, with a note that said, “She lives forever”. The families of his other victims had similar deliveries.


This is only one of the details I stole.


“I found it moving,” I say. “Poignant. It felt true.”


“Did you ever worry you were exploiting the victims?”


I think of those grapes again. Arrogantly, I think of the champagne that was made from them.


“I don’t see it that way,” I tell her. “Something terrible happened to those girls, and I wanted to tell their stories.” I spread my hands. “Carefully. Delicately, even. I hope I did them justice.”


She looks at me. I suppose she can see through that thin screen of noble intentions to the sales and nationwide tour behind. The expression on her face reminds me of the one you had, although yours was worse because of what it replaced.


She changes tack. “Nobody was ever caught. Does that concern you?”


It takes me a second, and then I almost smile. Am I frightened? It’s nothing to do with me. I’ve touched it from a safe distance, skimming the surface so gently my fingers came away clean.


The idea is absurd, and yet I don’t say I’m not.


The truth is, I almost like the idea of danger as long as I’m safe.


She will live forever.


Last night, I opened my eyes and everything was still pitch-black. I didn’t know what had woken me … then I heard it again and my heart caught. A woman – out in the corridor. Sobbing and begging, although the words were incoherent. He had brought someone back and was dragging her past my cell.


Something thumped against the wall. She screamed.


The next thing I knew, I was hammering on the door, shouting out your name. Slurring it. Even after they’d moved away, I was still punching the wall. This morning, I came to my senses and found myself hugging my knees in the far corner of the room, the mattress overturned and flung aside.


On the ground by the door: my apples, my paper.


I’ve no idea how he got them in here but you can see that this time, at the top, he’s written something himself.


The controversy fed the attendance at the readings on my tour. I suppose he’ll have been in the audience at one of them. It’s possible he was just curious then, but perhaps he’d already felt a kinship. That seems most likely – that I was part of this from the moment I heard Jane Ellis’ name and noted it down in my pad.


We’re brothers.


My body juddered passively, strapped in the back seat of his truck. My mind was swirling, drifting. What had happened? Had someone drugged me? Attacked me? I could remember being in the bar, then outside smoking, then … then the fear arrived quickly – absurdly – like I’d fallen into icy water.


We’re the same. You understand.


He’s told me those other things since, while I’ve been half-dreaming. Nothing ever dies. He means it just becomes something else, like grapes become wine, and I think that’s why he killed those girls: to change them somehow. That’s why, in his mind, we’re the same: because I did something similar to them with my writing.


I hope I did them justice.


I’ve not heard the girl again.


She will live forever.


I saw him kill her. I heard the commotion outside, then watched through the bars. I didn’t want to, but it’s what I do, isn’t it?


The man dragged her across the field to the rose garden. Then he squatted awkwardly above her, reached round … and his elbow started sawing the air. I couldn’t see, but I could hear: her sobbing became a horrific, gargling cough for a few seconds, and then she fell shockingly silent. The man stood up and walked away. Her body was still for a moment, then rolled slowly onto its back, and a hand began lazily brushing at a flower. She died in her own time. I watched her blood soaking slowly into the earth beneath the roses, and I thought:


The next petals will be made of her stardust.


So she will live forever.


And then … all I could do immediately after what happened next was sit and stare at the apple in my hand. Finally, I understood. I’m eating it now, even though I realize every one of them was poisoned. The fruit sealed inside was exactly the problem. But it’s mine.


This is what happened.


An hour later, I saw the man return. I watched him pick up the body carefully and delicately. I watched him take it down to the bottom of the garden. And then I watched him bury it, with all the others, in the ground beneath the apple tree.




A PLACE FOR VIOLENCE


Kevin Wignall


 


DAN WAS MESMERIZED by the young guy in the pool. He was in his late teens or early twenties and looked about as graceful and athletic in the water as anyone he’d ever seen.


Of course, he probably wouldn’t have been mesmerized if it hadn’t been for the wheelchair. It had been there when Dan came out, against the metal railing of the steps with a towel on its seat. The kid was the only one in the pool but it had still been a few minutes before Dan had accepted the chair had to be his.


That’s how long it had taken him to notice that his legs weren’t doing any of the work, that they were thin and undeveloped against the kid’s swimmer’s torso. Even so, he produced the impression of someone who left the handicap on the poolside.


When the pool boy brought his drink Dan turned his attention to his book, looking up every few minutes, a glance at the kid’s steady soothing progress up and down the pool, a glance to the hotel.


He’d taken a lounger by the side of the pool. The ones in front of the hotel faced across the pool to the beach and the ocean but he wanted to see the hotel. It wasn’t a bad view anyway, the double-storey main building, the single-storey annex, both with their high thatched roofs. And the pool was fringed on all four sides by gardens and tall palms.


He’d almost finished his drink when the view deteriorated dramatically. He heard the pool boy first, a cheery, “Good morning, Mr Tully.”


Mr Tully either didn’t think so or didn’t see why he had to share the sentiment with a pool boy. The guy was in his late thirties, probably only a few years older than Dan but he looked like he’d been living dog years. He was balding, fat, too tanned, yet held himself with a proprietary, walk-on-water confidence. He sullied the place.


His wife had a conversation with the pool boy, so quiet that Dan didn’t pick out a single word. She was slim in a tired way, blonde, with body language that was desperate to be decorative and inoffensive to her husband – Dan could see it was killing her.


The two kids were the same. Maybe it wasn’t killing them yet, but it would. They were blonde, a boy and a girl, their builds teetering on the brink, showing they could yet take after either parent. The girl was maybe eight, the boy a year or two older and they both moved with the timid attentiveness of kids who were terrified of their father. Whenever possible, they chose to stand behind their mother.


Tully had taken his shirt and sunglasses off now and looked about fifteen months pregnant. He walked across to the steps and clicked his fingers at the pool boy. He pointed at the wheelchair.


“Get this piece of junk out of here.” There was a hint of something in his accent, Boston maybe. “My kids trip and hurt themselves, there’ll be hell to pay.”


His kids had each arranged themselves on a lounger next to their mother and were showing no childlike desire to get in the water. The pool boy approached and took hold of the wheelchair handles but spoke quietly to Tully, gesturing to the swimmer.


Tully was having none of it, and said, “So he’s a cripple, that doesn’t give him the right to endanger other people. Move it.”


Dan wondered if this was possibly the crassest person on the planet.


The pool boy bowed and pushed the chair along the poolside, reluctant to disobey one guest or to inconvenience another. But as if sensing the discomfort of the pool boy, and perhaps having heard some of the exchange, the kid turned on to his back and called, “It’s okay, I’m done.” He was American too.


He turned in the water and glided over to the side where the pool boy was waiting with the chair. He heaved himself out at the same time as Tully crashed into the water at the other end, not even using the steps after causing such a scene about his access to them.


The pool boy held the wheelchair steady and the kid pulled himself up. He’d lost all his aquatic grace now, but he didn’t do a bad job of getting into the chair and Dan reckoned there was a residue of movement or sensation in his legs. He knew the kid wouldn’t have thanked him for it, but he couldn’t help thinking to himself, “too bad”.


The kid didn’t hang around once he was in the chair. He folded the towel over his lap, put another around his shoulders and wheeled back along to the hotel, as cool about it as a kid on a skateboard.


Tully had been swimming furiously, throwing up a lot of spray, but he stopped to look as the kid wheeled away. He looked smug, but with that victory under his belt, he turned to his family and called out, “Pete, get yourself in here. You too, sugar.”


The two kids stirred and Dan took that as his cue to leave. Tully saw him getting up and looked over, as if wanting to stare him down or ask what his problem was. Dan ignored him, but as he passed Mrs Tully and the kids he smiled and said, “How’s it going?” They smiled back uncertainly, but didn’t speak.


Later in the afternoon, Dan found the kid sitting in the terrace bar. He was reading and apart from an elderly couple in the far corner he was there on his own. Dan ordered a Tiger Beer from the bar and strolled over.


“Hey, mind if I join you?” He saw what the kid was reading, The Stranger by Camus, and wondered if befriending him was a mistake.


But the kid smiled and said, “Sure – I’m struggling with this book anyway.”


Dan held up his Murakami doorstop as he sat down and said, “Me too.” He put out his hand and said, “Dan Borowski.”


They shook hands. “Luke Williams.”


The waiter came with Dan’s beer but once they were on their own again, he said, “So what brings you here, Luke?”


“Just a vacation, you know.” Dan swigged from the beer and nodded. Luke laughed then and said, “I’m going to college next year, Harvard …”


“Good on ya.”


“Thanks. Anyway, I wanted to get away on my own, you know, like travelling, but I’ve never done it before so this is my first big adventure.”


“Enjoying it?”


Luke smiled and said, “Not really. The spa treatments are good.”


He shrugged and said, “What about you, why are you here?”


“Mate, I’m Australian, Bali’s where we come to relax.” He watched a trickle of condensation making a run down the side of the beer bottle, then said, “Truth is, I was meant to meet an ex-girlfriend out here but she had to cancel at the last minute. Thought I might as well come anyway.”


That was half true, at least. He was meeting Juliet the following week, but in Sydney, and she was an old girlfriend, not an ex – an important difference when it came to reunions. There was no need for Luke to know all that, nor that he lived in London and was probably the only Australian who’d never been to Bali before.


Luke didn’t seem to know how to respond and said, “What do you do?”


“Security analyst.” That killed that line of conversation. “How d’you end up in the chair?”


Luke shrugged and said, “Three years ago, riding home from a friend’s house, some guy doing around sixty knocked me off my bike. They didn’t think I’d pull through, then they said my legs were finished, but I got a little bit back. I can walk a little way with a frame.”


He reeled it all off with the speed of someone who knew it like a mantra – Dan guessed the question always got asked sooner or later.


“The guy go to prison?”


There had been no bitterness in the description of the accident or the injury, but the wound was still raw when it came to the guy who’d done it.


Luke sipped at his drink and Dan noticed the muscle under his left eye twitching as he said, “The dick had been drinking hard, but him and his wife swapped seats. She claimed I’d come speeding off the sidewalk and into their path. I knew what I saw, but there were no other witnesses. The pair of them walked. I still see the guy around, still drives like a jerk.”


“That can’t be easy, seeing him all the time, knowing he got off with it.”


“You have to live with it, I guess. I mean, what can you do about it?”


“You could kill him.” Dan waited a beat to let the shock sink in, then laughed and said, “The world’s full of jerks. Look at that guy this morning out by the pool.”


“Brian Tully,” said Luke with a mixture of contempt and grudging respect.


Dan looked askance and said, “You know the guy?”


“Give it a couple days, you’ll know him too. He’s the kind of guy who makes himself known. I heard him telling someone in the restaurant the other night, he’s like a mobster from Vegas.”


So Tully really was a jerk. Probably liked to act the tough guy but it was undoubtedly nine parts swagger, one part bullying.


“Luke, I’ll guarantee he’s from Vegas, but any guy who brags about being a mobster has gotta be way down the pecking order.” He swigged at his beer and added, “Probably still not a guy you’d wanna cross.”


Luke nodded, but Dan could see he had a lot of pluck, that the presence of Tully and his insults was a big part of why he wasn’t enjoying this vacation, and that he’d give anything to be able to get out of his chair and give the guy a smack. It was almost certainly better for him that he couldn’t.


Luke visibly let the thought go and became brighter as he said, “What are you doing for dinner tonight?”


“I reckon we could eat here in the hotel, maybe eight o’clock, pick up some girls, steal a boat – how about it?”


Luke laughed and said, “I could manage the dinner part of it.”


“Yeah, you’re right. It’s a long time since I stole a boat.” He smiled and swigged from his beer.


Dan would rather hire a boat nowadays anyway, and he didn’t chase girls when he was working, but they stuck with the plan for dinner. Dan got down there a little early, had a drink at the bar and looked out across the restaurant. It was less than half full but Tully’s presence made it seem overcrowded.


The guy was loud, talking like there were twenty extrovert people at his table, not three timid ones. He knew a couple of people on neighbouring tables, too, and called lame jokes and comments across at them, getting polite, almost subservient laughs in response.


Dan glanced out at the intense blackness beyond the restaurant lights. The hotel prided itself on its ecological credentials, so the lights that were scattered around the grounds were low-key, providing just enough illumination to ensure no one on a late-night walk would trip and sue.


There were no cameras, either, he’d already noticed that. And the staff were good at keeping out of the way. It was ironic, given the philosophy that underpinned both the hotel and its spa, that this place was ideally designed and situated for violence.


“You tell that to the gooks,” shouted Tully, following up his own bizarre punchline with a raucous laugh.


Dan looked at where Luke would enter the room, looked at the tables that were free, calculated how Luke would get to each of them. He crossed the room then and sat down. When the waiter came, Dan asked for two menus and asked him to take the chair away.


“Mr Luke?”


“Mr Luke,” said Dan. The waiter nodded and whisked the chair away.


A minute later, Luke wheeled into the room and looked across to where Dan was sitting. He looked for a path to reach the table, but turned away from the obvious one and started looking for another.


Dan got up and waved him back toward the obvious path, the one that went past Tully’s table. He walked over then and tapped Tully on the shoulder, saying, “Mate, do you mind moving a mo just to let my friend through?”


Tully looked down at his own shoulder, a theatrical indication of how dangerous it was that anyone should touch him without permission, then looked up at Dan, trying to figure him out. He didn’t look at Luke but said, “There’s plenty of room to get past.”


“No, see, there isn’t – he’s in a wheelchair.”


Luke looked alarmed and impressed, but the hint of a smile disappeared as Tully said, “So what, everyone has to move around the cripple, is that what you’re saying?”


Dan put his hand on Tully’s shoulder, this time exerting just enough pressure to let him know how things stood, and when Tully looked up Dan fixed his stare, saying, “Mate, I’m asking you to move because I can see you’re the kind of guy who does the right thing when it matters.”


Tully stared back for a second or two, his eyes twitching, giving away his entire decision-making process, then said, “I didn’t catch your name.”


“Dan Borowski.”


Dan held out his hand and Tully shook it, saying, “Brian Tully.” He turned and looked at Luke and said, “Just messing with you, kid, don’t take it so serious.” He got out of his chair and pushed it under the table.


“Thanks,” said Luke as he wheeled through the gap.


“Decent of you, Brian, thanks very much.”


Tully nodded like someone convinced he’d just been scammed but unable to see what had been taken or how. And throughout the meal, Dan noticed him glancing over with a confused meanness. Tully knew he’d been humiliated in some way or other and was weighing up how he could get back at Dan or more likely at the kid.


He didn’t get any quieter, but he never directed his comments at Dan and Luke. They were only a few yards away but he was rattled enough by his first encounter with Dan that he didn’t want to risk another exchange just yet.


Luke didn’t mention what had happened at first, but as Tully shouted for about his tenth beer since they’d sat down, his eyes lit up and he said, “I get it – I’ve been wondering why you confronted the guy, and now I know. You did it on purpose.”


“Luke, I don’t know what you mean.”


But Luke was having none of it, laughing now as he said, “You chose this table on purpose, knowing I’d have to pass him to get here.”


“Busted,” said Dan, laughing. He was impressed that Luke had worked it out, but then the kid was going to Harvard so it shouldn’t have been that much of a stretch. “You know, there’s a place in India where the workers in the fields kept getting eaten by tigers. Then a tiger expert comes in, and makes masks for them, but tells them to wear them on the back of their heads while they’re working – see, the tiger likes to attack from behind, so the mask makes it think it’s looking at someone’s face and that rattles it. Tiger attacks stopped overnight.”


“Is that true?” Dan nodded and Luke said, “Cool. I still don’t see what it has to do with you picking a fight with Tully.”


“I wasn’t picking a fight. Sometimes you just have to show your face, make people understand they’re not the only predator in the jungle.”


By the time they finished dinner, Tully’s family had left and the man himself was at the bar. Dan looked at his watch and said, “Think I’ll turn in – it’s been a long day and I’m diving in the morning.”


Luke looked envious and said, “I wanted to dive out here, but the guy who runs it says they can’t take me, something about the hotel’s insurance.”


“You’ve gotta be kidding me.” Luke shook his head. “You been diving before?”


“No, but I will, someday.”


Dan nodded and said, “Tell you what, I’ll have a word with the guy tomorrow, see if we can sort something out.”


“Thanks,” said Luke, but he smiled as he pushed himself away from the table. “You won’t get anywhere, but thanks anyway.”


Dan got up, and he knew Luke was talking from experience, that the kid would have tried every angle to get on that dive boat. They chatted as they made their way out of the restaurant, but Tully didn’t turn to look at them. He was pretty drunk by now and Dan guessed he probably hadn’t even noticed them.


When Dan got to his room he kept the lights off and walked out on to the balcony. He needed to get everything done in the next couple of days and was thinking through his options when he noticed the unmistakable figure of Tully swaying along in the half-light by the pool.


It took a second longer to see that there was a girl with him, one of the small local girls, her figure obscured by Tully’s bulk as she led him by the hand along the side of the pool. At the far end, they made their way down on to the beach.


Curious, Dan left his room and followed them as far as the gardens that formed the divide between pool and beach. He didn’t need to go any further – the compliant moans and Tully’s breathy running commentary were bad enough without seeing it. And how typical of Tully that he should even talk himself up during bought sex.


Dan took a couple of steps back and found a small path that cut through the gardens to the side of the pool. It was paved so he could wait there without leaving footprints, not that he really believed anyone would care.


What really intrigued him was whether this was a regular thing, and what other solo jaunts Tully took. He was still thinking about that when he heard footsteps. It was definitely Tully because he was mumbling to himself as well, drunker than Dan had realized.


He saw him walk past and glanced out to see if the girl was with him – she wasn’t. It was a risk, because she could still be lurking back there, but occasionally, instinct just demanded that the time was right. This was one of those occasions and Dan was happy to take serendipity over professionalism any day.


He stepped forward, eased up behind Tully and pushed him into the pool. Tully managed to spit out the word “bitch” before he hit the water with a dull thud of a splash. Dan stepped back a moment, looking around to see if the noise had attracted the girl – unlikely, given that Tully seemed to be blaming her for the push – or any of the hotel staff.


Tully was struggling and sputtering back to the poolside and now that Dan was certain no one was coming he stepped forward and said, “What happened, mate?”


“Bitch pushed me,” said Tully as he reached up to take Dan’s offer of a hand, too drunk to be suspicious of his presence.


It was quick then. Dan grabbed the hand, used it to flip Tully over onto his back as he pulled him up out of the water, then used his free hand to crack the back of Tully’s head down on to the poolside. It was so quick, Tully didn’t even get chance to cry out.


As he slid him back into the water he turned him on his front again. The guy was unconscious and bleeding badly from the gash to his head, but it was best not to take any more chances. As things stood, a drunk had slipped after sex on the beach, cracked his head on the poolside and drowned – they’d probably name a cocktail after him.


For Dan, it had ended up being about as easy as he could have hoped, so easy he hadn’t even had time to get an adrenaline buzz off it. But that was job done, and he really was going diving in the morning, so he went straight to bed now, and the following day he made no attempt to find out what had happened and none of the hotel staff mentioned it to him.


When he got back to his room around lunchtime he showered and dressed and was ready to head out again when there was a knock on his door. He opened it to the worn face of Stephanie Tully.


“Hi, what can I do for you?”


His breezy tone put her on the back foot, but she said, “I’m not sure, at least, I hope you are who I …”


“You shouldn’t have come here,” said Dan. “Don’t speak to me again.”


She nodded with an eager obedience that Dan almost wanted to shake out of her, then said, “Thank you, anyway.”


“You’re welcome. And I hope you realize I don’t usually do domestics – it’s only because you know Lo Bello.”


“I know. And I appreciate that. Did you get the money?”


He smiled and said, “Lady, I wouldn’t be here if I hadn’t. Don’t get me wrong, I’d have happily done him for nothing, but I try to limit pro bono work to about once a year.”


She smiled back, still uncertain, but he could see now the relief that was creeping into her. And it had been an accident, just as requested, ensuring none of Tully’s colleagues would come after her – Dan found it hard to believe they’d have cared that much anyway.


He found Luke in the bar and it was he who was first to officially break the news about what had happened to Tully. The pool was closed for the day, but Luke made it clear that was the only reason he was sorry. He didn’t appear to suspect anything.


Dan made the right noises, then, as if remembering the really big news of the day, he said, “Oh, tomorrow morning, hope you don’t have plans – we’re going diving.”


Luke laughed in disbelief and said, “How? How did you manage that?”


“It wasn’t so hard. You know, on the whole, people wanna do the right thing – you just gotta help them see a way.” He swigged from his beer as Luke thanked him a couple of times.


They talked diving for a while, but as soon as the moment allowed, Dan swigged from his beer and said, “Anyway, I was thinking – tell me a little more about the guy who put you in the chair …”




FOUR HUNDRED RABBITS


Simon Levack


 


THE DANCE OF the Four Hundred Rabbits was a part of the midwinter festival of the Raising of Banners, a time when we Aztecs honoured our war god, Huitztilopochtli, the Hummingbird of the South. While warrior captives were having their hearts torn out in front of the war god’s temple at the top of the Great Pyramid, a more genial ritual was being enacted nearby, in honour of the gods of sacred wine.


The priest named Two Rabbit presided over the temple of the god whose name he bore. He called together dancers, young men from the Houses of Tears, the priests’ training schools. Each dancer represented one of the four hundred lesser gods of sacred wine, the Four Hundred Rabbits.


The task of organizing the proceedings fell to Two Rabbit’s deputy, Patecatl. It was his job to set up the jars of sacred wine that were at the heart of the ceremony and to lay out drinking straws ready for the dancers at the end of their performance. For the climax of the dance was the moment when their graceful, sinuous movements broke up and they fell greedily upon the jars and the drinking straws, every man jabbing his neighbour with knee and elbow and fist in his eagerness to be first.


There were four hundred dancers and fifty-two jars. But there were only two hundred and sixty straws, and of those, only one was bored through. Among the four hundred young men who had been picked for this ceremony, one alone would stand with a hollow reed at a jar of sacred wine, happily drinking his fill.


It was a game of chance, but also a ritual, watched closely by Two Rabbit and Patecatl for clues to the will of the gods. Two hundred and sixty was the number of days in our sacred calendar, and fifty-two, the number of years between the ceremonial kindling of one new fire and the next. To see which young man seized the right straw and which jar he drank from might give the priests a clue to what lay in the future for our people.


Unless somebody tried to shorten the odds.


“Move yourself, Slave!”


I scrambled to my feet, narrowly avoiding the kick my master’s steward had casually aimed at me while I bolted what was left of my warm tortilla. The sweet girl from the palace kitchen who had passed it to me fresh from the griddle backed away into a corner, her eyes wide with sudden fear, but the big bully did not berate her for wasting bread on me. Nor did he demand to know what I was doing or hurl some witless insult at me, which was unusual. Instead, with a curt “Come with me!” he turned and stalked away.


“Thanks a lot, Huitztic,” I grumbled. I glanced over my shoulder but the girl had fled. “We were getting along nicely there, too …”


I hung back, preparing to dodge the kick that a remark like would normally provoke, but all the response I got was, “This is no time for jokes. His Lordship has something to show you.”


That was restrained by the steward’s standards. Intrigued, I caught him up, and noticed that he was sweating. It was a cold, clear morning, when the frost lay late on the earth and the sky above the city of Mexico-Tenochtitlan was a blue so bright it hurt the eyes, yet his brow was beaded with moisture, glittering in the sunshine.


“In here.” He led me into a courtyard. “Your slave Yaotl, my Lord!” he announced in a loud whisper.


The enclosure was dark, surrounded by high walls the Sun had yet to clear, and the only warmth and light in it came from a squat brazier at its centre. I paused, squinting into corners while my eyes adjusted and I tried to make out what it was I was meant to see.


The feeble glow of the coals set off my master’s features perfectly, picking out every line and wrinkle in his gnarled old face, but making his bright, ferocious eyes shine. Lord Feathered in Black, the Chief Minister, Chief Justice and Chief Priest of the Aztecs, the second most powerful man in Mexico-Tenochtitlan and perhaps the most dangerous, did not trouble to greet me. Instead he leaned forward in the high-backed wicker chair that was an emblem of his rank, clutching his jaguar skin mantle around him, and snarled: “Look at the boy – the rabbit, here. Tell me what happened to him.”


I followed his gaze and saw for the first time that there was a young man sprawled against the courtyard wall. His legs were splayed like an infant’s. In the poor light his skin looked sallow and unhealthy, and a trickle of saliva glittered like silver leaf on his chin. His eyes were open, but as I looked more closely I realized he saw nothing through them. Their pupils were huge black disks that stayed fixed on something far away when I passed a hand in front of them. His breath had a sour reek that I knew well. He had been drinking sacred wine. Perhaps he had been celebrating: I noticed that he was missing the single lock of hair that boys grew at the napes of their necks, and this was a sign that he had taken his first captive in battle, and could call himself a warrior.


Why had my master called him “the Rabbit”?


I felt a moment of panic as I struggled to answer his Lordship’s question. The old man was not renowned for his patience.


It was the steward who saved me, unwittingly. With a sudden nervous giggle he called out: “Come on, Yaotl. What’s he taken? You’re the expert!”


I stiffened indignantly at the taunt. Huitztic knew my past: how I had sold myself into Lord Feathered in Black’s service, trading my freedom for the sum of twenty large cloaks, enough to keep me in drink when I had nothing left but the breechcloth wrapped around my loins. He knew also what had first driven me to seek refuge in a gourd of sacred wine: the despair and humiliation of being expelled from the priesthood, years before. As a priest I had learned and experienced the use of every kind of leaf, herb, seed and root, everything a man could put into his body to turn him into a slobbering imbecile. The steward’s comment was a deliberate jibe, and it stung, but even as I bit back my retort I realized the oaf had given me the clue I needed.


My master responded before I could. “Be quiet, you idiot,” he snapped. “You’re in enough trouble over this already! Yaotl, I want your answer before I have both of you strangled!”


“He’s been drinking,” I said hastily. “That’s obvious, I can smell it. But it’s not just that. Sacred wine wouldn’t leave him like this. He’d just have been violently sick and then fallen asleep, and by now he’d have a sore head and a tongue like tree bark. Anyway, you didn’t send for me to tell you he’s got a hangover. He’s had something else – mushrooms, perhaps: the Food of the Gods. But I don’t understand …” I hesitated before turning to look at the grim-faced old man in the chair. “What’s he to you, my Lord? Why do you need to know what happened?”


“Isn’t it enough that some prankster chose to break up the Dance of the Four Hundred Rabbits – a religious ceremony, and me the Chief Priest? But it just so happens that this young fool is my great-nephew. So I take what happened rather personally.”


The Dance of the Four Hundred Rabbits! In the years since I had left the priesthood I had all but forgotten about it, but it came back to me now. And the young man had reeked of sacred wine, which could mean only one thing. “Your great-nephew won the contest?”


The Chief Minister’s deathly features twisted into something resembling a smile. “His prize turned out to be more than he expected – as you have confirmed for me. Now you’ll find out the rest – how it happened, and who was responsible.” He cast a sideways glance at his steward, who squirmed grotesquely. “You and Huitztic will look into this together.”


I had to repress a groan. Being made to investigate what sounded like a childish trick would be bad enough without having that vicious buffoon of a steward for company.


“I will not be made a fool of.” I noticed with a thrill of dread that my master’s voice had dropped to a whisper, a sign of his rage. “I will not have my family made fools of. Somebody did this to young Heron here to spite me. After you’ve brought me his name, I’ll have him cursing the gods for ever letting him be born!”


“What are you in trouble for?”


We were barely out of earshot of Lord Feathered in Black. The moment we were dismissed, Huitztic strode on ahead as before with barely a backward glance. I hung back until I judged I was out of range of his fists before I dared mention the thing that had most intrigued me about the interview we had just had: the steward’s obvious fear and our master’s equally evident anger with him.


I had miscalculated. The man spun on his heel and his long, powerful legs brought him back to me in two steps. Before I could react he had the knot of my cloak in his fist and was twisting it, tightening the rough cloth around my neck until I could feel my skin burning under it and was struggling to breathe.


“Let’s get one thing clear, you little worm.” Spittle flew into my face as he dragged it closer to his. “I am not the one in trouble. I only did what he told me to. It was Patecatl who let him down, not me, and I’m not going to let you talk the old man into believing otherwise. I’ll cut your tongue out if I catch you even thinking about it!”


“Patecatl?” I managed to gasp. “You mean the priest?”


“He’s already in prison. That’s where we’re going now – to see if they’ve sweated the truth out of him yet. Maybe you can think of some clever way of tricking him into giving it to us. If you can’t then you’d better just keep your mouth shut. Old Black Feathers may have told me I had to have you trailing around after me like a lost dog, but I don’t have to like it!” He let go with a snarl, thrusting me away from him so hard that I fell over backwards, my legs buckling under me.


“The priest’s in prison?” I repeated, as I got up. I had to run to keep pace with him as he made off into the street outside our master’s palace. “What for, though? You may as well tell me what you think he did.”


Huitztic ignored my suggestion until he was brought up short by one of the city’s countless canals. As he looked right and left for a boat that could take us to the prison, he apparently had second thoughts. Wrinkling his nose as though he had caught a whiff of the green water at his feet, he muttered: “All right. I may as well since we’ve got to see him together. But you remember what I said. I only did what I was told!”


“So how do you think Heron managed to win the contest?” the steward asked, as he flopped angrily into the stern of the boat.


“It wasn’t just luck, then?” I had already guessed that if the gods had willed the outcome, they had had some human help to arrange it.


“Only if having one of the most powerful men in the World for your great-uncle counts as luck. Actually old Black Feathers can’t stand the young toad, but he dotes on his niece – the boy’s mother – and she wants to see her son get to the top.”


“And winning a contest like this won’t do the lad’s career any harm.” To be marked with the gods’ favour counted for almost as much as taking a captive in war. “So our master ordered you to give him a helping hand, is that it?”


Huitztic gripped the boat’s sides so hard his knuckles turned white. “Me and the priest both. Young Heron had the only hollow drinking-tube sewn into the hem of his cloak, after I’d been to get it from Patecatl. Only I reckon it had more than a hole in it. How hard would it have been for him to prime it before he gave it to me?”


I thought about it. “Not hard. Mushrooms, you could dry them, grind them into powder, and as long as you didn’t pack them in too tight I suppose the young man could have sucked it up with the sacred wine without noticing – at least until it started to work. Did anyone look at the tube afterwards?”


“Sure. Heron was still clutching it when he was brought here. But the poison was all gone by then, of course.”


“It would have been a lot simpler to put the stuff in the jar, wouldn’t it?”


Huitztic sniggered. “You’re not so clever after all, are you? Which jar would you put it in, then?”


I grasped his meaning: how could the poisoner have known which of the fifty-two vessels to dope? “All of them?”


“No. Lord Feathered in Black let some of his serfs drink the rest of the jars dry. You missed an opportunity there! They could barely stand up afterwards, of course, but it was nothing like what happened to Heron.”


I frowned. “The rest of the jars?”


“Heron had polished off the jar he was drinking out of before the stuff started taking effect. So we can’t tell what may have been in it.”


I was still puzzled. Cheating the gods was a fearful thing to do, but at least their vengeance was uncertain, and might be a long way off. I could not understand why a priest who had agreed to do that would go on to risk the immediate and all-too-certain consequences of angering Lord Feathered in Black.


Perhaps I was about to find out; for the long stone wall of the prison now loomed above us.


I knew the prison. I had been confined here once, awaiting punishment after my arrest for drunkenness. I had to halt on the threshold for a moment, clutching the doorway and shutting my eyes as the sights, sounds and smells came back to me in a rush: the lines of cramped wooden cages stretching away into the gloom; the stench of piss and fear and starvation; the shouting. At almost any time of the day or night, as I remembered, somebody would be raving, protesting his innocence or hurling abuse at the guards or calling for his mother, and when he fell silent others would take up the cry, screaming or crying and rattling the wooden bars of their cages hopelessly.


Somebody was shouting now. The words seemed to run into one another as they echoed through the long hall, so that I could not make them all out.


Huitztic shoved me from behind. “Get a move on, before I have them lock you up too!”


I stumbled forward, almost colliding with the guard who had come to find out what we wanted. When we had told him he said: “Good thing you’re here. Maybe you can make him shut up.”


My master’s steward laughed harshly. “Just bash him over the head! That ought to do it.”


The guard, a stolid-looking man in a veteran warrior’s long cloak and embroidered breechcloth, hefted his cudgel and gave us a lopsided grin. “I don’t think so. I don’t want to have to explain to my chief why I laid out Two Rabbit.”


I frowned. “I thought it was his deputy you had in here.”


“It is. But the prisoner’s chief came to pay him a visit. And he’s the one shouting.”


We hurried past the rows of cages, ignored or tracked obsessively by the wretches who squatted in them. At our approach the shouting seemed to reach a crescendo, before dying out abruptly as the tall, slender figure standing in front of one of the cages swung his gaunt face towards us.


If he had not been making so much noise I might have missed him altogether. As a priest he was draped in black, and had stained his face and limbs with pitch, so that in the gloom there was little to see of him but his eyes, which were wide and startlingly pale.


The guard stepped forward. “Now, Two Rabbit,” he urged, “there’s no need for this. You’ll start them all off, and that’ll bring my chief running, and I’ll never hear the end of it.”


The priest turned back to the cage and kicked it hard enough to make the bars rattle. There was a rustle of movement in response, but with Two Rabbit between us I could not clearly see the occupant.


“Hey!” the guard yelled. “Be careful, that’s government property!”


“Do you know what this creature did?” the priest rasped. The words burst between his tightly compressed lips like steam from a green log thrown on a fire.


Huitztic pushed himself forward. “We know exactly what he did!” he cried eagerly. “And my master’s going to see him punished for it!”


“Your master?” The pale eyes narrowed. “But you’re lord Feathered in Black’s steward, aren’t you?”


“That’s right, and the Chief Minister will …”


We never found what the Chief Minister was going to do, because his steward’s words were drowned by the other man’s outraged howl. “Lord Feathered in Black! He’s as guilty as this vermin here. He ought to be in that cage with him!”


“Now, steady on,” the guard said anxiously. “That’s dangerous talk.”


“As dangerous as mocking the gods? As dangerous as making a laughing stock of their priests?” With a last, baleful glance at the cage, he moved, pushing past us before stalking out of the hall. “He won’t get away with it! Tell him that from me!”


Huitztic said nothing. It was the man in the cage who spoke next.


“Yaotl? Is that you?”


Everybody appeared to be staring at me: Huitztic, the prison guard, even the desperate, hollow-eyed prisoners in the shadows around us. They all seemed to be saying: you know this person? And the tone in which they seemed to be saying it was not friendly.


“You must remember me, Yaotl. We trained together.” With Two Rabbit gone, I could see his former deputy clearly now. Patecatl had pushed his hand between the bars of the cage in an imploring gesture.


At first I could only gaze at him while I tried to work out where he might have seen me before. When the answer came to me I could only whisper: “Fire Snake?”


“Yes!” the man cried eagerly, straining against the wooden bars until they creaked. “Fire Snake, that’s right! Your old pal. Listen, you’ve got to get me out of here.”


Fire Snake: a name from my childhood, from the House of Tears, the harsh school for boys who would be priests. We had not known each other well or liked each other much, but if I had been where he was, I too might have looked upon any familiar face as a long-lost friend’s.


Huitztic interrupted before I had a chance to reply. “‘Get you out of here’?” He took a step towards the cage and swung his foot at it, making the prisoner leap backwards as the wooden bars rattled for a second time.


“Will you leave my bloody cage alone?” the guard yelled.


Ignoring him, the steward went on ranting at the prisoner. “This slave isn’t going to get you out of anything! All he’s here for is to listen to you telling us how you poisoned Heron. Go on, how did you do it? How did those mushrooms get into that tube?”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” the man in the cage protested. “Anyway, I’m not telling you anything. It’s your fault I’m in here. You set me up!”


“You’ll talk, or I’ll … I’ll …” Huitztic lunged at the cage, grasping the bars and shaking them impotently. “Let me at him! It’s time we got him out of there and knocked the truth out of him!”


“You keep away,” the guard warned. “Nobody touches my prisoners without orders.”


“This is ridiculous!” Huitztic spluttered. “Don’t you know I work for the Chief Minister?”


“So do I,” the guard pointed out.


Just then Fire Snake spoke up. “I’ll talk to Yaotl. No one else.”


“Who asked you?” the steward snapped. “We’ll make you talk!”


“How are you going to do that?” I enquired. “The guard won’t let you torture him.”


The steward turned on the guard resentfully. “What kind of a prison are you running here, anyway?”


“We usually just starve them,” the other man offered. “A few days without food loosens their tongues, and it’s much less messy than mutilation.”


“We haven’t got a few days!”


“I’ll talk to Yaotl,” the man in the cage offered quietly.


“Why don’t you leave him to me?” I suggested. “Lord Feathered in Black told me to investigate this business, didn’t he? So let me do it.”


“This man’s a friend of yours!” the steward objected. “You just want to get him off and put me in that cage instead!”


It was a tempting thought, but all I said was: “Then leave the guard here. He’ll tell you if we start hatching any conspiracies.”


“This had better be good,” I told the man crouching on the other side of the bars, “otherwise Huitztic’s likely to talk the old man into having me move in there with you.”


The steward had stormed off, declaring that he was going to see what the Chief Minister had to say about this, and that he would be back.


Fire Snake peered up at me miserably. “But he’s the man who set this thing up! You’ve got to help me, Yaotl!”


I glanced uneasily at the guard, who was pacing about the hall, snarling at his other charges as if it would help him keep them in order. I suspected he was wondering whether it would not after all have been wiser to have looked the other way while Huitztic beat a confession out of his prisoner.


“Old Black Feathers sent me here for a reason,” I replied, speaking half to myself. “If he wanted you roasted over a slow fire for what happened to his great-nephew, then you’d be cooking already. I think I’m here because he doesn’t know what happened himself and he doesn’t believe what he’s been told about it.”


“So you think I’ve got a chance?” he demanded eagerly, his hands gripping the bars.


“Only if you tell me the truth. I can’t convince the old man otherwise. Did you put the poison in that straw?”


“No!”


“How did it get there then?”


“Huitztic must have done it!”


“You’re going to have to do better than that,” I said a little testily. “It’s just your word against his. Who’s the Chief Minister going to believe, you or his own steward?” And more to the point, I thought, what would the steward do to me if I accused him without evidence?


Fire Snake looked at the floor. “I don’t know what happened,” he admitted. “That straw was clean when I gave it to the steward. I remember holding it up to the light, to check it had been bored right through. There was nothing there.”


“Why did you agree to help Heron cheat? Two Rabbit was right – you were making a mockery of the ceremony. Did you expect the gods to be happy about that?”


“Lord Feathered in Black isn’t afraid of the gods,” he muttered. “His steward made it pretty clear what would happen to me and my family if I didn’t co-operate. He even had the cheek to suggest I make whatever sacrifices were needed to assuage the gods’ anger afterwards!” The bitterness in his voice was unmistakable, and for the first time I felt a pang of sympathy for him.


“I know what it looks like,” he added wretchedly. “I was there when they tested all those jars, right up until the last slave started snoring and they took me away. If any of the sacred wine was poisoned it was only the jar Heron drank out of, and how could anyone have known which one that would be? It has to have been the tube, but I wasn’t the one who put the stuff in it.”


“There’s no way he could have taken the stuff before the dance? Or during it?”


“No chance. Someone would have noticed him munching on mushrooms between dance movements, and if he’d had them before it started he wouldn’t have been standing up by the end.”


“Then somebody must have poisoned the sacred wine,” I said. I had been stooping over the cage. Now I stood up briskly. “It has to have been one or the other, doesn’t it? The straw or the pot. Did you see anybody else doing anything to the pot Heron drank from?”


“No, but there were so many of them clambering over each other and pushing each other out of the way it was hard to see anything clearly.”


I imagined the climax of the ceremony: fifty-two clay pots in the middle of a violent, heaving mass of eager young men. Even if one of them had been able to guess which jar Heron would drink out of, how had he managed to slip the poison into it without anyone noticing?


Out of the corner of my eye I saw the guard moving purposefully towards us. Our conversation was almost over. As I turned to leave, however, one last thought struck me. “Could Heron have told anyone about the edge you and Huitztic had given him? Someone with a motive to interfere?”


Fire Snake uttered a gasp of laughter. “I can think of three hundred and ninety-nine men who had a motive!” he said. “Four hundred if you count Two Rabbit.”


“Why him?”


“You heard him just now. He thinks the gods have been mocked and he’s been made a fool of. And he blames me. He’s never liked me, says I’m too ambitious.”


“Heron’s hardly likely to have told Two Rabbit what he was planning, though, is he?”


Fire Snake scowled for a moment, as if in disappointment. “I suppose not. He could have boasted about it to someone else, though.”


“Who would that be – one of the other young men? One of his rivals in the competition? I don’t think so. Is there anyone else?”


“I don’t know … I think he has a girl. But I don’t know where you’d find her.”


A cough at my shoulder told me it was time to move on.


I crept furtively about my master’s palace, peering cautiously in before I would look into a room, keeping to the shadows as I skirted the edges of the courtyards, taking cover when I needed to behind acacia bushes, yucca plants from the lowlands and other greenery. I did not want the steward to see me until I had reported to the Chief Minister, and I would not be ready to do that until after I had spoken to Heron. I assumed he was still at the palace, since I suspected that even if he had recovered consciousness, he was unlikely to be in a fit state to go wandering off for a while yet. I wondered whether he would co-operate if I asked him who he had told about the trick. If he did not, then I had no idea what I would do. I did not seem to have learned anything useful from Fire Snake.


I wondered about the girl the priest had mentioned. A young man like Heron, with his noble connections and fresh from his first triumph on the battlefield, might have his pick of the girls from the pleasure houses. From what I had heard, though, it sounded as though he had a more settled arrangement than that. If she knew about the young man’s attempt to cheat the gods, I had to find out; and then I would need to know whom she might have told the secret to.


I was padding as silently as I could along a dark colonnade when a sudden sound stopped me my tracks: a loud groan, a cry of pain.


The noise appeared to be coming from a nearby courtyard. As I crept towards it, I heard it again, but this time it was shut off abruptly, and replaced by something quite different: a woman’s voice, hissing furiously: “It’s no use moaning and expecting me to feel sorry for you. What happened was your own fault!”


“How do you make that out? I didn’t put mushroom powder in that jar myself, did I?”


I grinned. It seemed as though I need look no further for Heron or his girl.


“If you hadn’t tried to cheat it wouldn’t have happened!”


“How was I supposed to win if I didn’t cheat? And please don’t shout, Precious Flower.”


The girl had not raised her voice above a whisper, but clearly the sacred wine and the mushrooms had not quite worn off, so it probably sounded to Heron as though a Master of Youths were shouting orders into his ear. I peeped around the corner to watch them. He lay stretched out on a stone bench with a cloth over his head. The girl, a tall, slim beauty in a fine cotton blouse and skirt, stood over him with her arms folded. Her hair was loose, like a pleasure girl’s, but there was no red stain around her mouth and no sign of the yellow ochre that pleasure girls wore to lighten their skins.


Heron raised his head a little, thought better of it and let it drop again. Hastily Precious Flower stooped to put her hand under it to stop it striking the bare stone.


“Anyway,” he mumbled ungratefully, “how did they find out what I was going to do? You must have told them!”


She stepped away from him, probably wishing she had let the hard limestone knock some sense into his skull after all. “It would serve you right if I did!” she cried indignantly. “You would keep boasting about having an edge over the others!”


Heron squirmed, either in pain or anger, but did not get up. Instead he turned his head to glare at the girl. “I knew it!” he snapped. “Who did you tell, you bitch? Was it Firstborn Son or Owl?”


I watched shock and hurt cross the girl’s features, making her blink in time to the young man’s words. “No, I …”


I decided I had heard enough. Strolling into the courtyard I said, deliberately loudly: “You’re absolutely sure it wasn’t the steward who poisoned you, then?”


The girl squealed and darted to one side. Heron gasped, squirmed again, and fell on to the floor in a tangle of limbs and soiled cloth.


I smiled at the girl. “I’m Yaotl. His great-uncle told me to find out what had happened.”


She stared at me through big, moist eyes. “I don’t understand.”


“Did you tell anyone about the trick with the tube?”


“She must have done!” the young man protested, heaving himself back on to his seat. “How else did they know to put the mushrooms in that jar?”


“Oh, shut up,” I told him. I looked at the girl.


She did not lower her eyes. “No,” she replied firmly. “I didn’t, and I will eat earth.” She bowed down and touched the ground with a fingertip, then put it to her mouth, in the gesture that was an Aztec’s most sacred oath.


The young man was sitting up now, with his knees slightly apart, and seemed to be watching something fascinating on the ground between them. “It can’t have been Huitztic,” he said indistinctly. “He’s my pal. Keeps my great-uncle off my back – covers up for me when I’m out late. When the old man’s gone and I get my share of his lands, there’ll be something in it for old Huitztic – he knows that.”


“So he expects to profit from your advancement?”


“That’s it,” the youngster said eagerly. He looked up. “The old man told me you were a priest, so you know what winning that contest would mean, especially now that I’ve taken my first captive.” I wondered whether that had been arranged for him too. “Why would Huitztic want to screw it up for both of us?”


It made sense, I realized. I realized something else, too: my master was too shrewd not to know what was going on between his steward and his great-nephew. That was why I had been told to look into it with Huitztic. Old Black Feathers had not been able to think of any explanation for what had happened that did not implicate the steward, but he had not been able to work out what Huitztic’s motive for humiliating his great-nephew might have been either.


“So who else did you tell, apart from Precious Flower here?”


“I didn’t! And I’ll eat earth too, if you want!”


“Don’t bother. Just tell me about those two you mentioned – Owl and Firstborn Son. Who are they, young toughs like you?”


“That’s right. Thought they were my friends, too, but Owl in particular …” He shot a venomous look at the girl.


“What was I supposed to do?” she cried out, colouring. “He asked for me. I’m a pleasure girl, Heron, I’m not allowed to save myself for you, you know that!” And then, suddenly, she burst into tears. “It wasn’t me, really it wasn’t. I wouldn’t tell anyone, even though I was angry with you. And I was only angry because you kept boasting about what you were going to do!”


As she went to embrace him, and he allowed her to, I decided it was time to withdraw. I had learned all I was going to here, and I had seen enough of Heron’s smirking, winking face.


I decided it was time I paid a visit to the temple of the god of sacred wine.


To my surprise, the temple was deserted. As I approached its precinct I had to shoulder my way through the city’s usual evening crowd – traders taking unsold goods back from the marketplaces, youngsters going home from the Houses of Youth, labourers returning from the fields – but as soon as I was within the walls, all the bustle and noise was gone, replaced by a strange, echoing silence. The sudden change gave the place a forlorn air, which was added to by the way it had been left. Normally the flagstones would have been carefully swept, but not today. It did not appear to have been touched since the chaotic events of the previous afternoon. The large pottery jars stood where they had been put out for the dancers, mostly empty now but still filling the air around them with a stale, sour smell. On the ground around them were scattered the reeds, apparently lying where they had been dropped. Some were slightly flattened, probably squashed by the young men as they squabbled over them. Here and there a scrap of torn cloth or a severed sandal-strap showed where a fight had broken out.


I had been hoping to find the head priest, Two Rabbit, here, but he was clearly not coming back today. I noticed that the brazier in front of the temple, which ought to have been permanently lit, had gone out. I wondered whether after what had happened, the priest was afraid that the gods might have withdrawn their favour. Maybe he thought the place was now unlucky. I remembered that Lord Feathered in Black had sent his serfs to taste the sacred wine that had been left in the pots, but presumably he did not care what curses he might bring down on their heads.


I shivered. I felt suddenly sick, not with fear but from the smell of all that sacred wine. Some of the old craving had returned, and I was glad the pots were empty, because my body had started telling me that what I needed at that moment was a drink.


“I’m wasting my time,” I muttered, kicking at the straws scattered at my feet. “I got nothing out of Heron and his girl, and there’s nothing here either. I still don’t even know how they managed to get the poison into that jar, never mind who did it.” For a few moments I pretended to look for clues, although I had no idea what I hoped to find: something that looked like powdered mushrooms, perhaps. I soon gave up in disgust.


“Nothing here,” I repeated. “Just fifty-two empty pots and two hundred and sixty straws no one could drink with.” I thought about that. “No, two hundred and fifty-nine, of course.”


Then I thought about it again.


I looked at the straws scattered around me, now looking as pale as bones in the gathering dusk. I whispered a curse, and then set to gathering them, scooping them up in handfuls and carrying them to a corner.


After I had taken a last look around to ensure that none had rolled away unnoticed, I began to count them.


***


By the time I had finished my task, sorting the reeds into thirteen neat piles, the light in the plaza was too poor to see by, and I was working by touch, stooping to put the last few straws in place. I finished the job in haste. Night and the things that haunted it frightened me less than they did most Aztecs – my priest’s training helped with that – but there was something about this place that unnerved me, making me feel as though I were being watched. I wanted to be done as soon as I could.


By the time I had finished, however, I knew how the Chief Minister’s great-nephew had been poisoned, and I could make a good guess at who might have done it. I had to smile as I thought about the trick: it was clever and somehow fitting.


I could feel my smile fading as I contemplated the report I would have to give my master. I remembered the vain young man I had seen arguing with the pleasure girl, Precious Flower, and wondered whether the person who had decided to teach him a lesson truly deserved whatever brutal punishment Lord Feathered in Black had in mind. But I could not see what I could do to prevent it without bringing the old man’s wrath down on my own head.


There was no sound in the courtyard that I could hear. Nonetheless the sensation that I was not alone would not go away. I could feel it as a tingling at the nape of my neck and a coldness beyond the chill of the evening air.


I turned to go, expecting to feel my way out of the Plaza. However, I had not taken three steps before I bumped into something large and hard.


“Hey …!”


The thing moved. Suddenly I was lifted off my feet, the breath squeezed out of me in a bear hug. I heard a man’s voice, very low but clear: “So the priest told you, did he?”


I struggled, lashing out with my feet but kicking only empty air. I wanted to shout but had no breath to do it with.


“Where is it?” the man holding me hissed. “You found it, didn’t you? What have you done with it?”


All I could manage by way of reply was a strangled gasp. My assailant’s grip slackened a little when he realized that I could not answer his questions unless he stopped trying to suffocate me.


I thought quickly. “It’s all right,” I croaked, using up the little air he allowed me. “I know what happened. It was Huitztic, the steward! He put the poison in – I’ve got the proof!”


It did not work. The powerful arms gripped me tighter than ever. I felt dizzy. Coloured lights began to dance before my eyes.


Then another man spoke, from somewhere in the shadows. I knew the voice instantly.


“Who’s that? Yaotl? What’s going on?”


The man holding me dropped me on the ground.


As I fell, crashing backwards on to the flagstones, my lungs filled up and I was able to yell: “Huitztic, stop him!”


The steward did not understand. “There you are!” he bellowed triumphantly. “I know your game. You thought you’d hide from me until you’d made up a pack of lies to tell to Lord Feathered in Black. I’ll see you dead before you pin this thing on me!”


I groaned aloud. “No – you idiot! – quick, stop that bastard before he runs away!”


A foot flew out of the night and slammed into my shoulder. I gasped in pain. I drew breath to call out again but then I heard the sound of running feet, moving away.


Huitztic yelled: “Got you, you miserable slave – wait, who are you?”


His words turned into a cry of pain as the young man who had assaulted me hit him.


After that there was a long silence, broken only by the steward’s painful whimpering.


“So which one was that?” I wondered out loud, while I nursed my bruised throat. “Was it Owl or Firstborn Son, do you think?”


There was no answer.


“I think we’d better go and see old Black Feathers now,” I continued, “and if you don’t say anything about how both you and that young fool tried to silence me, then I won’t.”


My master, seated in his favourite place, under the magnolia on the roof of his palace received me alone. We left the steward in the courtyard below to fret and pace about nervously. He still thought I was going to accuse him, but I knew that would not do for the old man. He wanted proof.


I showed him what I had brought from the temple. It was, I had guessed, the thing the young man who had attacked me had been after: the one reed out of the two hundred and sixty I had found that had seemed lighter than the rest. As he held it up to peer at the Moon through it, I told him what had happened.


“There were four hundred dancers, two hundred and sixty straws and fifty two jars,” I began.


“Yes, yes, I know,” he replied absently, still squinting through the tube.


What I said next got his full attention, however. “Wrong! There were two hundred and sixty-one straws – and two of them were bored through. The one your great nephew had, and this one.”


“No, that doesn’t make sense. If two of them had cheated, one of the others would have become intoxicated – or worse, if he’d drunk from the same jar as Heron.”


“He was at the same jar as Heron, my Lord. He didn’t drink, though. He must have smuggled that tube in just as Heron did, but he never intended to suck through it. He blew.”


My master’s sharp eyes glittered as he stared at me.


“That ceremony always turns into a riot. There’s no time for anyone to check whether the tube they’ve got is hollow or not, if they’re lucky enough to be able to lay hands on one at all. So you’ll always get several young men sucking away at each jar, most of them due to be disappointed. The one who poisoned your great nephew knew that and took advantage of it. He stuck close to Heron with a hollow reed full of powdered mushrooms, knowing nobody would think anything of it if he dipped his reed in the same jar. He blew the poison in just as Heron was slurping the stuff up.”


Lord Feathered in Black looked at the tube with distaste. “Clever,” he conceded. “But if what you say is right, then how do we know which of them it was?”


“I don’t think we ever will,” I replied carefully. I was sure it had been either Owl or Firstborn Son who had attacked me, but I did not blame him. He must have been terrified when he found out how hard the Chief Minister had taken his prank.


“Well, at least we know where he got the straw from,” the Chief Minister said.


“We do?”


“Two Rabbit. He vanished yesterday, just after you saw him at the prison. Collected a few things from his lodging at the temple and hasn’t been seen since. I don’t suppose he ever will be again, at least not in Mexico.”


I found Fire Snake looking none the worse for his brief stay in the prison.


“You did it! Well done, Yaotl – thank you, old friend, thank you! I shan’t forget this …”
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