















BLIND NEEDLE



Trevor Hoyle


[image: Jo Fletcher Book ]




First published in Great Britain in 1994 by Calder Publications Limited,
and in the United States of America in 1994 by Riverrun Press Inc


This ebook edition published in 2014 by


Quercus Editions Ltd


55 Baker Street


7th Floor, South Block


London


W1U 8EW


Copyright © 1984 by Trevor Hoyle


The moral right of Trevor Hoyle to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


ISBN 978 1 84866 929 1


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


You can find this and many other great books at:
www.quercusbooks.co.uk








By the same author




The Relatively Constant Copyrighter


Rule of Night


The “Q” Series:


Seeking the Mythical Future (Book 1)


Through the Eyes of Time (Book 2)


The Gods Look Down (Book 3)


The Man who Travelled on Motorways


The Last Gasp


Vail







To Ray and Mary.
We’ll always have Paris.




A note to the reader:
There are two Chapter Fifteens, which
should be read concurrently.


TH





PART ONE



‘Human anguish is the product of the loss by man of his true identity.’


Antoine de Saint-Exupery
Flight to Arras








Prologue



Positively his last thought is of bodies floating face down in the cold Irish Sea, their buttocks like white stepping-stones straggling away to the rim of the liquid world. When he tries to walk on them they sink sluggishly, soundlessly, under his foot and he has to keep moving, leaping from one to the next – sinking, leaping on, sinking again, leaping on – while the bodies he has disturbed bob gently up and down, submerged except for their white buttocks, their eyes wide open and staring with vacuous curiosity into the cold grey depths … 


After switching off the current Fat Boy unscrewed the needle, taking extreme care not to touch the tip. There was blood on it. He really ought to wear gloves (the skin-tight flesh-coloured kind surgeons wore) because nowadays you couldn’t be sure of anybody. He wrapped the soiled needle in cotton wool and dropped it into a plastic bucket with a broken handle under the workbench.


The dark-bearded man in the chair was slumped forward, the leather straps round his naked waist and bare arms preventing him from falling. His back was a fiery red bubble, seething with puncture holes. There was no design, no pattern – just an aimless, mindless scribble. Not that Fat Boy couldn’t have done something tasteful (he prided himself on his artistry) but of course that would have given the game away. As good as leaving a trade mark.


He had the talent right enough. Had the fancy taken him he could have done something decorative in purple and green: a hawk about to land with feathered wings, or a skull with diamonds for eyes. Or maybe a dagger like the one on his own freckled hairless forearm, three pearls of crimson blood dripping from its point.


His gross shadow undulated across the frosted glass partition separating his workroom from the waiting area in the front of the shop as he made everything shipshape. He was expecting Victor in a little while, to help him dispose of the body.


But there was one last job to do first.


He removed the ground-glass stopper from the small bottle and poured clear fluid into a saucer – just sufficient to cover it, but not enough to spill – he wasn’t that daft. With great care he brought the saucer to the chair and raised the limp left wrist and dabbled the finger ends in the solution. He leaned away as he did this, squinting his eyes, but still caught a pungent whiff that stung his nostrils. He then did the same with the right hand.


Finally, the saucer washed in the sink, his instruments tidied away, Fat Boy unwrapped a chocolate bar and broke off a chunk between his small brown teeth and chewed slowly and luxuriously, squelching the sweet milk chocolate against the roof of his mouth. He leaned against the workbench, staring at nothing.


The bare room with its dusty light bulb and scarred wooden benches and cracked linoleum wasn’t up to much. But he had his art gallery-pictures torn from Sunday colour supplements and fashion magazines – taped to the yellow gloss walls. They brightened up the place, and sometimes gave him inspiration: an upright classic sports car with huge cowled mudguards, chromium headlights and exposed plumbing; a fashion model under a black dinner-plate hat, all angled shoulders and thrusting hip-bones; the futuristic globes and gleaming organ pipes of a nuclear power plant at night; a sepia child starving in the ochre dust clutching a clean bowl, with eyes bigger than the world.


The street outside was deathly quiet, except for the rain. It pattered against the shop window, the refraction of the trickling drops smearing the starving child’s face and making its scabbed lips twitch in a sneer or a smile. It was a ghost town all right. The fishing had gone years ago. Nothing had replaced it – no industry, no tourists, nothing. People only came here, ended up here, when there was nowhere else to go: washed up on the beach of black sand, swirling with the rest of the flotsam round the timber pilings of the crumbling Victorian jetties, stuck in the carpet of green sludge that lapped the walls of the old harbour. All that was left were the rusted hulks leaking oil and the skeletons of the fishing boats with their exposed wooden ribs.


Eventually, as darkness was falling, Victor arrived by the back door. Fat Boy crumpled the wrapper and tossed it in the bucket, sucking the chocolate from the gaps between his teeth. Victor came in from the passage, wrinkling his broad, flat, Slavic nose. The air was stale and dry and reeked of ozone. ‘Bloody awful stink,’ he complained in his polyglot accent of north of England and Polish. ‘He give you any trouble?’


‘Naw …’ Fat Boy whinnied. ‘Good as fucking gold. I gave him enough to stun a fucking carthorse before he knew what had fucking hit him.’


‘What ’ – Victor stared with narrow slanting eyes – ‘to his back, for God Almighty’s sake.’


‘Doodling.’


‘Huh? What?’


‘Scribbling. Messing about. To pass the time.’ Fat Boy rounded his eyes, grinning broadly. ‘Old Pete here didn’t seem to mind.’


‘Oh I don’t know, I don’t know …’ Victor shook his balding head mournfully. ‘What’s the man going to say?’


‘What the man doesn’t fucking know won’t fucking hurt him, will it?’


Victor lifted the head back by the hair and ripped off the adhesive plaster covering the mouth. It came away impregnated with the dead man’s beard. He screwed it up, and after two attempts, when it stuck to his fingers, threw it into the plastic bucket.


‘Let’s move him now. I got the van.’


‘Wait your sweat,’ Fat Boy said. ‘Give it ten minutes till it’s dark. There’s no rush.’


He unwrapped another chocolate bar with fruit and nuts, broke it in half, and crammed it into his mouth.





Chapter One
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The driver was going up to Dumfries, and the nearest point on the motorway to my destination was Penrith, where he dropped me. It was a cold day, with a blustery wind, and rain in the air. I got down with my bundle and shouted my thanks as I slammed the door. He was already revving the engine, and I don’t think he heard me, blue diesel fumes swirling as he pulled away down the slip road onto the M6. After the warmth of the cab and the friendly roar of the engine I felt lonely and exposed, as if I had shed a protective layer of skin.


I shivered, buttoned up my overcoat, and set off at a steady trudge.


I didn’t know this part of the country. To me – remembering the old maps of my childhood – it was still Cumberland, though I believed it had been renamed Cumbria. Not that I’d been away all those years; it was more that I preferred to think of things as they once were, not to change. Any disruption tends to unsettle me.


There wasn’t much traffic, and what there was ignored my thumb. I suppose the sight of me was too forbidding, and I could hardly blame them. My long dark overcoat, reaching nearly to the ground, was shabby, and I had a soft felt hat jammed over my ears. My boots were dulled and scratched and held on with knotted laces. Also it was growing dark, and I could understand people not wanting to stop and give me a lift. Probably I would have done the same. Much safer to look straight ahead through the windscreen, frowning a little as if in concentration, and zoom on, pretending you hadn’t noticed the plodding exclamation mark in the margin of the wide empty road … 


But somebody did stop. I must have been thumbing as a reflex action, whenever my wandering, scattered senses picked up the sound of an approaching vehicle, and a car drew in about twenty yards ahead of me. It was a silvery-coloured Datsun with rust patches on the wings and a wire coat-hanger bent into a rough circle as a makeshift radio aerial. The driver, crouched over the wheel, was wearing an anorak with the hood up, the face hidden in shadow.


The door wasn’t too clever on its hinges and it took three tries to slam it shut before it caught on the catch. I realised, then, why the driver was shrouded in an anorak: one of the rear windows was missing and a blast of icy air swirled inside, sucking at the back of my neck. But I didn’t care; I was glad to be moving. Large drops of rain were smacking the windscreen and there were plenty more in the low dark clouds whipping overhead.


I glanced back over my shoulder. The road was dark and empty. If S – was following me the trail must have grown cold by now. It was ridiculous. Even in my mind I couldn’t bring myself to articulate his name. I had at least thirty-six hours start on him, and he didn’t even know which direction I had taken, so there was no need to get in a panic.


The driver flicked on the wiper (there was only one, the driver’s – my side stayed bleary with rain) and I saw that it was a woman’s hand, pale, slender, the nails painted with clear varnish. I sat hunched in my seat, my hands clasped between my knees, my lumpy bundle of possessions, including S – ’s diary, at my feet. My head kept bumping on the roof.


‘Where are you heading for? Keswick?’


Her voice, muffled by the hood, was barely audible above the slip-stream snapping round my ears. I said, ‘Yes, that’s fine. Thanks for stopping. I was prepared for a long walk.’


‘Just as well you were. It’s twenty miles.’


‘Is that how far it is?’


‘You could have caught a bus.’ This seemed to amuse her, and she laughed. ‘That’s if you can find one.’


There was a low yet persistent rattling noise coming from the engine which bothered me but didn’t seem to bother her. We drove along the wide empty road, the darkness coming down by the minute, the black branches of the trees swaying in the wind. There was a range of mountains in the distance – a thin undulating line against the sky – and nearer, but to our right, shallow wooded slopes steepened and rolled abruptly into mist. I tried to picture the scene in summer, with leaves on the trees and sheep in the fields, a fathomless blue sky overhead and a beaming yellow sun. But my imagination wasn’t up to it; this coldness and darkness and rolling mist would go on forever and ever.


‘You don’t live round here, do you?’ she asked me.


She must have known, of course, because I hadn’t known Keswick was twenty miles away. ‘No,’ I said. ‘I’ve just come up the motorway. I’ve been staying down in – in Cheshire.’


The hood turned towards me and I saw a single dark eye peering at me, for a moment glimpsed its flat expressionless stare. Then she was watching the road again, and after a silence she said, ‘This place is dead out of season, as you can see, but it’s the best time. Not a good time to look for work though. Are you?’


I more or less stammered, ‘Oh no. No. I’m here on a visit. My brother. I haven’t seen him in over a year. I hope he still lives here—’


‘Don’t you know?’ She gave a short little laugh. ‘Suppose it’s a wasted journey, coming all this way?’


‘Then I’ll have to go back,’ I said feebly.


‘You could have phoned first, or written to him.’


She took one hand off the wheel to shake out a cigarette, and offered me the packet without looking. I said, ‘No thanks,’ and she used the dashboard lighter. Smoke eddied in front of her face and then shot away over her shoulder in a thin blue veil through the missing back window. I liked her hands. There were long shallow depressions on the backs of them between the ligatures, and soft hollows below the thumbs.


I cleared my throat. ‘I think he’d have written me – if he’d moved. I’m pretty sure he would.’


‘You don’t sound very close.’


I’d forgotten how the simplest conversation is like a minefield. Confidently you stride out, with hardly a care, and then you step on a piece of innocent grass and feel something metallic and treacherous underfoot. It doesn’t matter either if you’re careful, watching your step every inch of the way; oh no, you can be trapped, caught, just as easily by a stray bland remark as by malicious curiosity.


She had switched on the headlights, which through my side of the windscreen made a blank white glare. The world had turned into hazy splintered light and varying shades of grey: the vague splash of headlights, the road streaking by through the side window, the dark clouds overhead I could just about see through the clear arc of the single wipe. We might have been driving headlong towards the edge of the world – the sudden blind plunge into nothingness. She seemed very calm about it, which calmed me, and I put my trust in her; or rather, it was her hands I trusted. Yes I did. I was used to hands doing things calmly and capably, and her hands reminded me of the wings of doves fluttering in slow-motion.


I didn’t believe we would really plunge over the edge, and I forced myself to relax.


Just then a white car with an orange stripe along its side went past us at speed, throwing up spray. I caught a glimpse of a checkered cap. The white car went racing ahead, and then it slowed and moved over into our lane. A sign glared redly through the rain-smeared windscreen in front of me, and next to it another sign flashed on and off, saying STOP … STOP … STOP … 


I sat with my hat pulled low over my eyes, my hands clasped between my knees, as the flashing STOP grew bigger, reddening the entire windscreen, as we pulled in behind the white car.


She said with a sigh, ‘Hell and damnation, what now?’, wrenching at the handbrake. ‘I bet my tail-light isn’t working. Either that,’ the hood turned as she looked at me, ‘or you’ve robbed a bank.’


Two glistening yellow day-glo figures approached. One stayed just outside the edge of the splay of headlights while the other came right up to the car window and leaned down and twirled his finger. She opened the window a couple of inches. Rain scurried in through the gap. The policeman’s hat was swathed in plastic, the raindrops pattering and bouncing off it with a noise like a shower of rice.


‘Sorry to stop you, s –.’ He nearly said ‘sir,’ and caught himself, peering in through the gap. ‘Madam. We’re warning all motorists not to pick up hitch-hikers.’ His eyes flicked past her to rest on me.


‘How many?’


‘What? Beg your pardon, madam?’


‘How many shouldn’t I pick up? Three? Ten? Fifty?’


‘We advise you not to pick up any, singly or in packs. This is a serious warning.’


‘Thank you, officer. I’ll take it seriously.’


‘Can I ask, madam,’ he said, looking at me, ‘if you know this person?’


The hood was turned away, so her facial expression was hidden from me. She didn’t pause or hesitate, but said lightly, ‘Oh I think so, officer. I ought to know my own brother.’


‘And where are you going?’


‘We’re on our way home. As quickly as possible, to get out of this foul night. I should think you’re sorry you can’t do the same, aren’t you?’


She wound up the window as the smeared yellow figures faded into the rain sweeping through the headlights. The STOP sign went out, the car signalled and shot off. She put the car in gear, grinding it over the beating of my heart, and pulled out.
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Something was being ground metallically and with great persistence – a bearing perhaps – it might have been anything, I knew nothing about cars. She was crouched forward, as if staring intently ahead at something, muttering under her breath; but it was inaudible with the rush of air and complaining engine.


The grass verge at the side of the road came suddenly nearer and I thought we were going over, but we were coasting into a lay-by. She turned off the engine, which clanked and rattled to ominous silence. The rain drummed on the roof.


She said bitterly, ‘They pick their moments, don’t they? We passed a garage back there but it decided to bide its time. You’re not a mechanical genius by any chance?’ She pushed back her hood and a tousled mop of curly hair sprang up. Yet she was older than I thought she might be, mid-thirties or thereabouts. In the glow from the instruments her eyes gleamed very large and dark.


She hit the wheel with her fist. ‘It’s my own damn stupid fault. I noticed an oil-leak and did nothing about it. I should have got the rear window seen to and didn’t. I should never have got married and did.’


She had one of those classless university-trained voices and the God-given assurance that went with it. I was rather envious of such people. They were never snubbed by uniformed officials. They expected prompt service and therefore got it. Mechanical contrivances were not supposed to misbehave.


She looked my way. I’d taken off my hat to wipe my forehead and she could see that my hair was cropped and grey. I suppose she saw a middle-aged man. My face I knew had a bit of a pallor.


‘If not a bank-robber,’ she said, ‘maybe an escaped convict.’


‘Do you make a habit of picking up escaped convicts?’ I said.


She laughed. It was easy and unforced; you didn’t hear many laughs like that where I had come from. They were either harsh and cold, flung out with force, or they were whimpering and meaningless, done in corners behind clenched hands. Sometimes you couldn’t distinguish them from weeping.


‘Come on,’ she said, pulling the hood up. ‘Let’s start walking.’


‘Where to?’


‘Civilisation.’


There was a thin verge of grass blasted flat by the traffic and a footpath, a strip of smooth tarmac shining in the drab light.


‘Aren’t you going to lock it?’ I asked as she came round the car.


‘With no rear window?’


I turned up my collar. ‘Which way? The garage?’


‘That was at least five miles back. We’ll walk on. You never know, there might be a cottage or a farm or something. I can see it now: a flagged farmhouse kitchen with a log fire and a plump rosy-cheeked farmer’s wife standing at the door with an oil-lamp. They’re just about to have tea – the table’s groaning with cholesterol. Slabs of butter and jugs of creamy milk. Hot scones and home-made damson jam. Fresh steaming coffee in a big earthenware pot.’


The wind seemed to have dropped, or moderated a little, even though the rain was still driving down. My hat was starting to wilt and my face was cold and wet. She plodded on beside me in silence, head bent inside the hood, arms tight against her body. She was quite tall, almost my height. A car or two went by, throwing up spray. I was beginning to enjoy my freedom. I didn’t even mind the chill rain.


After about ten minutes I could see hazy lights ahead, surrounded by husks of yellow drizzle. As we got nearer she said, ‘Yes, I remember. There’s an inn about three miles from Keswick. I’m sure that’s it.’


‘I’m going to be disappointed if I don’t get hot buttered scones and damson jam,’ I said.


‘Who’d have known it. You do have a sense of humour.’


‘It comes and goes,’ I said.


We approached a sign lit by three naked yellow bulbs swaying on a wire in the wind. The lettering was in badly formed Gothic script, the kind Tea Shoppes have in small market towns. It read: Craddock’s Coaching House.


When I hesitated and hung back the hood turned towards me, her features pale and washed out in the yellow light. ‘Come on if you’re coming,’ she said impatiently.


The building was low and squat and made of stone, bedded into the landscape. There were two large expensive-looking cars parked on the forecourt between diagonal white lines. A door inset with small panes of thick whorled glass led through a concrete porch into the main house. I followed her through and into the empty bar, rendered whitewashed walls with antique farm implements tacked to them, brasses on the mantel and low crooked black beams which seemed authentic. Narrow doorways and flagged passages gave onto other rooms and what appeared to be a small restaurant: gleaming cutlery and red-shaded table lamps reflecting on dark polished wood.


‘At least – thank God – we can have a drink.’ She unzipped her anorak and shrugged her head free. ‘Are you hungry? I’m starving.’


I pulled my hat off. ‘Well, yes,’ I said. ‘But I’m not really …’


‘For heaven’s sake, don’t be so coy.’ She sounded impatient again. ‘I can afford a meal and a couple of drinks.’


‘I do have money,’ I said, ‘I have to go easy, that’s all.’


A large broad-shouldered man with a square ruddy face and quick impatient eyes appeared, dressed in a thick fisherman’s sweater with what looked like anchors woven into it. He was wiping his mouth with a paper napkin, still chewing and swallowing. It was early, and a filthy night, and plainly he wasn’t expecting anyone at this hour. She asked for the number of the nearest garage and the whereabouts of the phone. ‘Order a drink while I ring up,’ she said to me. Over her shoulder on her way out she saw the man’s eyes sweeping me up and down, almost with suspicion, and said brightly, ‘Mine’s the usual, darling. G & T, no lemon.’


I took the drinks and sat in a corner. There was an open iron grate stacked with logs and kindling. The landlord was watching me, belching softly behind his napkin. He didn’t intend lighting it for my benefit, cold and rain-soaked as I was. His genuine customers in Prince of Wales check jackets with elbow patches and white polo-necked sweaters wouldn’t be arriving for at least an hour.


When he saw that I wasn’t going to break up the furniture and piss on the carpet he went out. The sound of a radio drifted through: an announcer reading the news as if it were the end of the world and he’d told you so.


I took my coat off. The shoulders of my jacket were damp where the moisture had started to seep through. Outside I could hear the wind threshing about; the low windows in deep embrasures were black rectangles, like blind eyes, reflecting the dim glow of the bar. I shivered slightly. It might have been the cold, but it was more probably fear.


‘They’re sending a man to take a look at it,’ she said, sitting opposite me on a padded stool. She held her head to one side and peered at me. ‘You’re shivering. Are you cold?’


‘I think I’ve caught a chill. Won’t they need the keys?’


‘There’s a spare set behind the sunblind thing. I’m always losing mine so I keep a set there. Why not have a brandy?’


‘I don’t think I will. Thanks.’


‘Please yourself.’ She took off her anorak and spread it over the back of a chair. She was wearing a rag-bag collection of garments underneath, a plaid shirt and a sleeveless pullover with a loose knitted waistcoat on top of that. Instead of making her appear fat, the layers of clothing emphasised how slim she was. Her neck was pale and long, the cords of musclature standing out whenever she turned her head. There were faint lines underneath and radiating outwards from her eyes that I now noticed, seeing her in a decent light for the first time.


I asked her if the garage had said how long.


‘They haven’t a clue of course. They said to give them an hour and ring back.’ She sipped her drink, raising her fine dark eyebrows as if remembering something. She put her glass down. ‘I’m Diane Locke.’


I shook her hand, which seemed to amuse her. ‘Holford.’


‘You’re very formal. What’s your first name?’


‘Peter.’


‘Well, Peter,’ she smiled, wagging her head to and fro. ‘Sorry if I offended you – about being in prison. It was meant to be a joke, but not very funny. I say things first and regret them afterwards. My father says it will get me into trouble one of these days and I dare say he’s right.’


‘I dare say. Why did you tell the policeman I was your brother?’


‘Well – it wasn’t you they were looking for. Was it?’


‘How do you know? I didn’t see anyone else hitching a lift.’


She shrugged and smiled. She smiled easily, without strain or effort. Probably because she had good teeth. ‘Oh, it was just a feeling I had.’


‘Just a feeling,’ I said. ‘That’s quick. You must have known me for all of ten minutes.’


‘You might say it’s part of my job, instant character assessment. I’m a writer, a novelist. Though whether I’m any good at it remains to be seen.’ She looked round towards the bar. ‘God, I could eat something, couldn’t you? Do you think mine host is amenable?’


She called to the landlord and he told us to go through into the restaurant. His wife would cook us something – they did grills and trout and sirloin steak. He even sounded vaguely apologetic that we might have to wait: ‘We don’t employ a chef off-season, it isn’t worth it. And everything is properly cooked, none of that microwave rubbish.’


When it came the food was plain but cooked with care, and Diane Locke ordered a carafe of red wine to go with it. I went sparingly on that; I wasn’t used to alcohol and was already feeling the effect of one pint of beer. I wondered about the radio and whether anything had been said on the news. Where was S – now? I was certain I’d given him the slip. Almost two full days and he hadn’t caught up with me. Did he know I had come north? I didn’t think so, yet why did it continue to nag at me that possibly he did?


To be polite I asked Diane Locke what kind of things she wrote. The only writer I’d ever known was somebody who was at school with me who became a journalist on the Manchester Evening News.


‘Two novels published and one in the pipeline. God, the first one was dreadful, I’m ashamed of it now, but I suppose we all have to start somewhere. It only sold twelve hundred copies, so that was a blessing, I suppose.’


‘What was the title?’


‘Need you ask? The Moon and Immortality.’ She winced. ‘I still wake up blushing in the middle of the night whenever I think about it.’


The outer door opened and closed, footsteps rang on the tiles: a man’s tread and also mercifully a woman’s sharp heels. I listened to their footsteps ringing out and then suddenly muffled by the thick carpet as they went through to the bar, and it was a strain not to turn my head, even though I knew he would be alone. I ate some fried potatoes. ‘What’s the new one about?’


‘A married woman who has an affair with a married man, and when she finally makes up her mind to leave her husband she finds that the other man doesn’t want her, and neither, it turns out, does her husband. Sort of eternal triangle without the triangle.’


‘Sounds pretty bleak,’ I said.


‘It’s bleak all right.’ She picked up her glass and studied it. ‘I oughtn’t to be drinking this if I’m going to drive.’ She drank half of it.


‘How does it end?’


‘Dunno.’ She dabbed her lips. ‘It isn’t finished.’


‘Are you – married?’ I asked, as if the two things were connected.


‘I was. Not now. I’ve been divorced three years. I have two children both away at school, which he pays for – Desmond, my ex-husband – I couldn’t afford it.’ She speared a piece of fish and looked at me over the red glow of the lamp. ‘They won’t come in here.’


‘What – who won’t?’ I said.


‘The police.’ She tilted her head a fraction. ‘When the door opened just now you froze.’


‘It isn’t the police I’m bothered about.’


I could hear the landlord greeting his new customers, who by the sound of it were regulars. Very gradually I could feel the stiffness and tension draining out of my spine, as if I’d been injected with anaesthetic. My head was swimming a little. The night before I had slept four hours, five at the most, and those in uncomfortable circumstances. All at once I felt very sleepy, as if someone had thrown a warm fluffy blanket over my shoulders.


She leaned across the table and whispered melodramatically, ‘A woman, then – or her husband?’


When I didn’t reply straight away she said, ‘Shut up, Diane, mind your own business. You’re absolutely right, don’t answer. I shouldn’t have asked. Sorry.’


‘I owe you some sort of explanation,’ I murmured.


‘You don’t owe me anything. I’ll forget about it if you will. Are you married, Peter? Or is that prying too?’


‘I have been married. I mean, I was married …’ Then I thought: the truth can’t hurt, and said, ‘My wife is dead.’ It came out brutally, like an electric shock, and it did hurt. ‘She was killed in an accident. They called it misadventure. Quaint,’ I said bitterly, ‘some of the phrases they use.’


We dropped the subject, or rather Diane Locke chose not to pursue it. Some other people came in. They all seemed to know one another, shared a private language. There was laughter and some unfunny ribald remarks. To them this was a normal, average evening, in familiar surroundings, spent in the company of friends. They had homes and families waiting for them; they had destinations.


To me this was a lonely pub in the middle of nowhere on a windy rainswept night, my destination somewhere out there in the wind and rain.


Diane Locke went to call the garage, came back and topped up the glasses and drank most of hers. ‘A mechanic’s been to look at it but there’s nothing he can do. They’ll tow it in in the morning. Something about a bearing.’


‘What about it?’


‘It’s kaput. Have to send off to Walsall or Tokyo or somewhere.’
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It’s a popular misconception that a breakdown happens instantaneously. Crack! – like a fissure shearing through an ice-floe. One day (so the theory goes) you’re in one solid piece, smiling at the world, coping with your job, carrying on as normal, and the next you’re a white-faced shaking blob of jelly, a gibbering wreck. It doesn’t happen like that. What actually happens is that you carry the smile around with you on a stick, you ‘cope’ with your job, you behave as any normal person would, but with each day that passes you’re wearing yourself to a finer and finer point, like the sharp, brittle point of a pencil. And then what happens is that one ordinary day, simply and undramatically, you snap.


People say, ‘Amazing. He changed overnight – just like that!’ What they’ve seen is the surface fissure, cracking your personality in two. What they haven’t seen are the stresses and tensions and slow grinding forces at work underneath, and they haven’t seen these because you’ve taken immense pains to keep the facade intact. You’ve carried the smile on a stick around with you, pretending to hear and comprehend what people are saying to you, and you’ve mouthed words back at them. The months after Susan died remained a blur to me even now, a blank on the map. I must have soldiered bravely on, I supposed. I was very brave. Everyone must have thought I had come to terms with my grief, and it came as a shock to them when the pencil point broke without any warning. Snapped clean off.


Even then it was a quiet break. No histrionics. All very civilised. At least that’s how I remember it, from what I do remember. I think I sat in a chair a lot and didn’t move. There was no reason to. Well, yes, I suppose there were reasons to move, to act, to live, but they had ceased to have any significance.


We each of us invent our own version of the truth. I had invented a brother who didn’t exist because I had to have a purpose for my journey, to explain my presence to her, and it just popped out, a harmless little lie, as they sometimes do when we’re trapped in a situation.


Diane Locke struck me as an unusual woman. Had she really no qualms at all about picking up a hitch-hiker on a country road at nightfall? Maybe that’s how she dealt with life, boldly and directly and on her own terms, blithely ignoring the screaming banner headlines and paranoid television documentaries about the millions of rapist murderers roaming the land. I envied that boldness, that strength, if that’s what it was. She had told me she was divorced, and I had the impression she was unattached, and I suppose I was attracted to her. In a foolish fantasy, brought on by tiredness and wine, I pictured the two of us, stranded here together, upstairs in one of the bedrooms of Craddock’s Coaching House, lying back on a rumpled bed after making love and looking at the sloping plaster ceiling and warped black beams curving down over the attic window. We could hear the rush and splash of cars in the rain and dark outside. She told me all about her sad life and I told her all about mine. Such things do happen, and not only in books, but needless to say this didn’t. She rang a taxi firm in Keswick and they sent out a car.


Going up the three carpeted steps into the bar I stupidly stumbled in my clumsy boots and lurched against a broad back in a tweed jacket. The owner of the broad back happened to have a pint to his mouth, and he swung round, spluttering, a fringe of foam on his brown moustache, lager dripping from his chin. A woman’s voice said tartly, ‘Heavens, now they let tramps in here,’ and there was a ponderous silence.


‘Are you damn well drunk? the man asked, making it sound like leprosy. He was over six feet tall, built like a rugby player, his wet fingers wrapped round the pint glass, which was almost empty.


I tried to say it was my fault, and how sorry I was, and perhaps I slurred my words, or it could have been my appearance that outraged him.


‘I’ll say it was your bloody fault, of course it was. Look at my bloody shirt, you bloody imbecile. What’s the matter with you?’


‘He smells,’ the woman’s voice said. ‘Disgusting.’


‘Say you’re sorry.’


‘I’ve said it.’


The man pushed me in the chest. ‘Get out! You’re a bloody menace.’


‘I did apologise. It was an accident.’


‘What are you doing here anyway?’ one of the man’s male companions asked rudely. ‘Find yourself a doss-house.’ The woman shrieked with laughter and covered her mouth.


I had some loose change in my pocket. I fumbled for it, intending to pay for his drink, and the other man said, ‘Watch it, Kev, he’s going for his knife.’


The big man held the pint glass to one side and hit me with his other fist. It felt like a sandbag. I knocked my head against the leaf of a table and lay there dazed. I heard Diane Locke say, ‘What the hell’s that for, you pompous overgrown schoolyard bully.’


The landlord bent over me and yanked me to my feet. ‘I’m not having any disturbances here. You’ve paid, so get out. Leave my customers to have their drinks in peace.’


‘Are you serious?’ Diane Locke said. ‘This man hit my friend—’


‘I’m not concerned about that. Come on, out you go. I said out. Now.’


Diane Locke turned furiously and picked up my bundle of stuff from under a chair. As we were going out Kev was being congratulated for standing no nonsense and the woman was saying, ‘Typical, that’s what it’s coming to these days. Riff-raff everywhere.’


I had a couple of loose teeth and he must have split my gum because I had a thick salty taste in my mouth. I didn’t mind the incident so much, except for the fact that the landlord and the people in the bar would have reason to remember, should anyone inquire, the pale man in the shabby overcoat and ridiculous boots. Stupid to have gone into the pub in the first place and taken the risk, but it was too late now.


In the car Diane Locke muttered ‘Oaf!’ under her breath, and then said nothing more. She had turned down the hood of her anorak and was stretched out beside me, resting her head on the back of the seat. From the corner of my eye I could make out the ghostly outline of her face and her long pale exposed neck.


I dabbed at my mouth and noticed that my hand was trembling. I was desperately tired of course, but it was more that I was unused to people – strangers – showing kindness towards me. I didn’t know how to cope with it. I couldn’t understand it. Some of the people in the sanatorium (a few) had been kind, but it was professional, dutiful, the brisk smile that could be switched on and off like a lamp. And there had been those who were not so kind.





Chapter Two
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The house was tall and narrow and made of granite, standing alone along a single-track dirt road that was hemmed in by conifers. Moonlight gleamed on the surface of a lake below through the dense, upright, slender trunks. I saw a light inside the house, and a shadow moved across a downstairs window as the car turned, crunching, on the small area of gravel by the front door, which was set in a small porch with a steep slate roof.


‘You got me wondering for a minute,’ said a man’s voice as we went inside. ‘It didn’t sound like the trusty rusty old Datsun. Hello—?’


She introduced us. Graham Locke was about the same height as his daughter but he seemed smaller, almost shrunken. He had rather wild greying hair. One eye (the left) was a dead glazed blue that I tried to avoid staring at as we shook hands but which drew my gaze like a magnet.


‘Peter got stranded, so I’ve invited him to stay the night.’


As if this happened all the time and wasn’t anything to get fussed over, Graham Locke waved aside my mumbled, abject apologies about the inconvenience and how grateful I was, etcetera. His daughter explained about the car as he shuffled ahead of us into the living-room. He shrugged his sloping shoulders under a worn blue cardigan that was buttoned out of sequence so that there was a spare hole at the top and a redundant button at the bottom. It made him look lopsided. She didn’t say ‘Dad’ or ‘Father,’ I noticed, but called him Graham. After a minute she went off to the kitchen to make tea.


The room was quite small and musty-smelling – made smaller and mustier by being filled with books. They were stacked everywhere, on every flat surface, piled on the floor in precarious columns, spilling out of cardboard boxes. We sat amongst them, me on the chintz-covered sofa, like two librarians in a stockroom. A gas fire hissed behind a tarnished brass fender. There was no TV set, no stereo system, just an old-fashioned radio with a fretted speaker in the shape of fleur-de-lis, the out-of-date station wavelengths preserved on a circular dial behind yellowing perspex.


I kept my feet together, hiding my boots with the knotted laces behind a barricade of square brown paper parcels. The room was warm and stuffy. I felt myself start to slide away. Graham Locke’s red, rather fleshy lips were moving and I made a supreme effort to listen, or at least seem as if I was listening.


‘I’m in the middle of cataloguing.’ He brushed a hand through his wild hair, scratched the back of his neck and looked round vaguely. ‘But then I always am. Like painting the Forth Bridge.’ He smiled in my direction, the flesh crinkling round the dead eye that went on staring regardless, blandly and shamelessly.


‘You’re a collector?’


‘No. Good heavens, no. I buy and sell. Local history,’ he gestured at the pile on the coffee table in front of him. ‘Sketch of Cumberland Manners and Customs 1811, Millom People and Places, The Ruskin Linen Industry of Keswick, Tales of a Tent. Dialect poetry. Railways. The history of the Herdwick.’


‘What’s that?’


‘A breed of sheep.’


‘People collect books on sheep?’


‘Oh yes, they collect them on any subject you care to name.’ He picked out a volume at random and held it to his good side so that he could read the faded gold lettering on the spine. ‘British Criminal Cases 1890 to 1910. I don’t deal much in crime but this should complete someone’s set. I’ll take it along to the Carlisle Book Fair and see if I can find a dealer who specialises.’


‘You do a lot of book fairs?’ I asked politely.


‘Three, four, sometimes five a month. Chester, Harrogate, even down to Birmingham. Edinburgh’s a good place but it’s a bit too far. You can spend all your time on the road for not much return if you’re not careful.’


‘Pity about the car then,’ I said. ‘You’ll be stuck.’ I clenched my jaw to stop myself yawning and a splinter of tooth broke away.


‘I don’t use the Datsun, even if it was reliable. Not enough room. I have a small van.’ All at once he frowned and tilted his head, his good eye showing concern. ‘Excuse me, is that blood on your chin? Your mouth looks bruised.’


I spat the bit of tooth into my handkerchief. ‘A man in the pub didn’t like my face and thought he’d alter it.’


‘You mean he – hit you?’


I nodded.


‘Was it a rough place?’


‘Rough enough for me.’


‘Come on,’ he said, getting up. ‘Go and have a wash in the bathroom. Tidy yourself up, you’ll feel better.’


I nodded gratefully and stood up. He shuffled round the cardboard boxes and piles of books and opened the door for me. Diane Locke came in with a tray.


‘Peter’s having a wash and brush-up,’ her father said. She moved aside to let me pass. I remember very clearly her steady gaze fixed on me, and suddenly I felt pitiful and wretched, acutely conscious of my poor clothes and cropped greying hair and graveyard pallor, and my pathetic bundle of belongings next to the carved wooden umbrella stand in the small dark hall. I heard her call out – a warning? – and then heard and felt nothing more, not even the floor, and went down into blessed peace and darkness.
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I’m coming Holford


Coming to get you


(Murdering bastard!)


Think you’ve got away


You haven’t


Not while I’m alive


You haven’t


You didn’t confess your guilt


To Morduch


But you confessed it


To me


And I won’t rest


Till I’ve killed you


(Murdering bastard!)


She was innocent


I loved her


More than life


And you –


(Murdering bastard!)


– took her from me


Christ it’s cold


The rain stings


Like needles


Night coming on


Empty road


No shelter


But it’s the same


For both of us


And I know something


You don’t


I’m here


Not far behind


Morduch doesn’t know


Where you are


But you made a mistake


In telling me


You don’t remember


Telling me


But you did


And when I catch you


I’ll do to you


What you did


To my wife


(Murdering bastard!)


That will be my homage


To her memory


I swear it


Wherever you go


I’ll be close behind


Every day


A bit closer


But you’ll never know


Until the minute


The moment


I’m ready


Then you ‘ll hear


Your heartbeats


Thudding louder


But it will really be


My footsteps


Thudding nearer


And you won’t know which –


Is it your heart beating?


Or my footsteps?


Heartbeats or footsteps?


Better be careful, Holford


Very very careful


Listen


Those heartbeats you hear


Could be my footsteps


Listen again


When my footsteps stop


So will your heartbeats


Confusing isn’t it?


You want the footsteps to stop


But not your heartbeats


Never mind


Confusion will end


Very soon


Then


(Murdering bastard!)


So will you
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I was lying in a narrow channel: the soft warm bed seemed to suck me down. My mouth felt sore. I touched it gingerly but there was no dried blood. Someone had washed it off – perhaps the same person who had stripped me down to vest and underpants.


The bed was so luxurious that I never wanted to leave it.


No early-morning bell, no thump of feet in the corridor. Just the muted twitter of birdsong and the sun shining through the thin curtains. My clothes lay neatly folded on a chair in the corner. I dressed and pulled on my boots. The room was tiny and bare, just the bed, upright chair, a small varnished dressing-table with an oval mirror, a bedside lamp with a fringed shade and a carpet faded in patches by sunlight.


For a minute the view from the window held me. Green and glittering light from the regimented ranks of conifers marching down to the lake. Beyond the lake a purple and gold hillside rose in a gentle curve, sinuous as a woman’s shoulder. A small plane droned out of sight somewhere, and from downstairs I heard a man’s voice.


I eased the door open and stood on the landing with its single strip of carpet, wedged in by a wall of books that came shoulder-high. I glanced at the top row of titles. Sex Energy by Robert S DeRopp. Body Has a Head by Gustav Eckstein. A Guide to the Nervous System: Altered States of Awareness. Graham Locke was speaking on the telephone in the hallway below. Distinctly I caught the word ‘police’ and my hand tightened on the banister rail. I thought: he’s older than I am, weaker, there’s no need for anything drastic. A quick sharp blow to the back of the neck.


I edged forward to look down on his wild grey head and tested the top step with my weight. It was awkward. The space was taken up with books. I felt hemmed in. I moved down a step and my eye drew level with a bundle of magazines tied with string. On the tattered, flaking spines I read: Police Gazette Vol IV Nos 16, 17, 18, 19 … 
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