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            INTRODUCTION



         
 
         WELCOME TO YET another full year of British killers, investigators, femmes fatales, everymen and women in peril and the whole kitchen sink of crime and mystery fiction as practised on our hallowed shores.
         

         These very shores where Conan Doyle gave birth to Sherlock Holmes, Colin Dexter to Inspector Morse, Raymond Chandler went to school and, less of a prestigious or nationalistic landmark, Jack the Ripper, the first universally feared serial killer, slashed his way into the hall of infamy.

         Better critics than me have attempted to define where British crime and thrillers differ from their American or European counterparts. I will not attempt it. After all there are cosy US authors who work in the footsteps of Agatha Christie, as there are homegrown Brits who write as hardboiled blood-and-guts prose as Chandler and Hammett and their contemporary representatives. They have crooked and/or tormented cops; we have them too. They have long highways; we have motorways. But what they all have in common is the fact that on both continents crime and mystery writing thrives and not a year goes by without impressive new talent emerging and the genre we love is seen renewing itself constantly like waves lapping against the shore.

         I’ve always tried to present the whole breadth of crime, mystery and thriller writing in these annual anthologies. So you won’t just find gentle stories of detection, puzzling historical labyrinths full of devious characters or sharp social comment about the imperfect society we live in beneath the surface of some savage and, often, scary stories. All life is here, moods, settings, villains and goodies and all characters in between. In a nutshell, all the variety and must-read qualities of crime writers at their best. And there is little doubt in my mind that we have on our British (and Celtic) shores a wonderful assortment of outstanding talents.
         

         We welcome back many old favourites but also big “names” like Reginald Hill, Ann Cleeves, R. J. Ellory, John Lawton and Stuart Neville for the very first time. And, as ever, it’s with great joy that we have newcomers like L. C. Tyler, Chris Ewan, Ian Ayris, Col Bury, Matt Hilton and Christine Poulson on board; some are at an early stage in their careers while others have already made a mark for themselves.
         

         Past volumes have enjoyed great critical and commercial success and we’ve gathered a couple of handfuls of nominations for prestigious short story awards. Phil Lovesey’s story in last year’s volume was shortlisted for and subsequently won the CWA Dagger, alongside John Lawton’s delightful spy tale in these pages, and Christine Poulson’s ingenious puzzler, also from this year’s volume, was selected for an American readers’ award, and I am confident more stories from this bumper edition will catch the attention in the best possible way and make crime pay, at any rate from a literary point of view.
         

         So, close the windows tight, check the back door is locked and the front door bolts are safely in place, slip between the bedcovers and dive deep into our wonderful world of crime. When you emerge from the shimmering darkness, it will already be next year and we will have yet another menu of dark and sinister but enjoyable deeds ready for you.
         

         Bon appétit criminel, as they say in France!
         

         
             

         

         Maxim Jakubowski

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         

         
            MEET ME AT THE CREMATORIUM
          
            Peter James



         
   
         I WANT YOU, he texted.
         

         I want you more! she texted back.

         Trevor was fond of saying that the past was another country. Well, at this moment for Janet, it was the future that was another country. The future – and another man.

         And tonight she was going to have him. Again.

         A sharp erotic sensation coiled in the pit of her stomach at the thought of him. A longing. A craving.

         Tonight I am going to have you. Again, and again and again!
         

         Her past receded in the rear-view mirror with every kilometre she covered. The forest of winter-brown pines that lined the autobahn streaked by on both sides, along with road signs, turn-offs and other, slower cars. She was in a hurry to get there. Her heart beat with excitement, with danger. Her pulse revved. She had been running on adrenalin for forty-eight hours, but she wasn’t tired, she was wide, wide awake. Going into the unknown. Going to meet a man who had been a total stranger until just a few weeks ago.
         

         His photograph, which she had printed from the jpeg he had emailed her, lay on the passenger seat of her elderly grey Passat. He was naked. A tall, muscular guy, semi-erect as if teasing her to make him bigger. A tight stomach, nearly a six-pack, and she could already feel it pressing hard against her own. He had brown hairs on his chest and on his legs, thick and downy and she liked that. Trevor was white and bony, and his body was almost hairless. This man was tanned, lean, fit.

         Hans.
         

         He looked wild, like a young Jack Nicholson, his hair thinning on the top. He looked just the way he had sounded on the internet chat room when she had first been attracted to him.

         Feral.

         The background to the photograph was strange. An enclosed, windowless space that might be the engine room of a ship, although she had a pretty good idea what it really was. Like everything about him, it excited her. Shiny floor-to-ceiling metal casings, beige coloured, with dials, gauges, switches, levers, knobs, winking lights. It could be some kind of control room in a nuclear reactor? Or Mission Control?
         

         She felt on a mission very much under control!

         Who had taken that photograph, she wondered? A lover? A self-timer? She didn’t care; she wanted him. All of him. Wanted that thing that half-dangled, half-rose, wanted to gather it deep inside her again. Wanted him so badly she was crazed with lust. Mosquitoes got crazed with blood lust. They had to land, take in the blood, even if it killed them. She had to have Hans, take him into her, into her body, into her life, even if that killed her, too.

         She didn’t care. For now she was free. She had been free for two whole days and that was longer than she had been free for years.

         On the scratchy reception of the car’s radio, struggling through the occasional interference of someone talking in German, Bob Dylan was singing “The Times They Are A-Changin’”.

         They were, they really were! Flecks of sleet struck the windscreen, and the wipers cleared them. It was cold outside and that was good. It was good to make love in the warmth when it was cold outside. And, besides, the cold had plenty of other advantages.

         I will never let you go, Trevor had said. Never. Ever. He had told her that for years.
         

         Hans explained to her precisely what he was going to do to her. Exactly how he would make love to her the first time. And he had done so just the way he had described. She liked that Germanic precision. The way he had studied every detail of her photograph. The way he already knew her body when they met. The way he told her he loved her hair, and had buried his face into it. Into all of it.
         

         My name is Hans. I am thirty-seven, divorced, looking to start a new life with a lady of similar age. I am liking brunettes. Slim. Excuse my bad English. I like you. I don’t know you, but I like you.
         

         I like you even more! 
         

         She would be forty this year. Hans would be her toyboy, she had teased him. He had laughed and she liked that; he had a big sense of humour. A wicked sense of humour.

         Everything about him was totally wicked!

         She looked OK, she knew. She’d never been a beauty, but she understood how to make herself look attractive, sexy. Dressed to kill, plenty of men would look at her. She used to keep in shape with her twice-weekly aerobics classes, then, when Trevor had gone through one of his particularly nasty phases, she had turned to binge eating – and then binge drinking – for comfort. Then she enrolled in WeightWatchers, and the fat and the flab and the cellulite had come off again. Her figure was good, her stomach firm – not a distended pouch, like those of some of her friends who’d had children. And her boobs were still firm, still defying gravity. She’d like to have been a little taller, always had wished that. But you couldn’t have everything.
         

         Anyhow, Trevor, who was much taller than her, told her, the very first time they had made love, that people were all the same size in bed. That had made her smile.

         Trevor used to tell her that nothing you do in life is ever wasted. He was always coming up with sayings, and there was a time when Janet had listened to them intently, adored hearing them, filed them away in her memory and loved repeating them back to him.

         Loved him so damned much it hurt.

         And she hadn’t even minded the pain. Which was a good thing because pain was something Trevor did really, really well. The knots, the handcuffs, the nipple clamps, the leather straps, the spiked dog collar, the whips, the stinging bamboo canes. He liked to hurt her, knew how and where to inflict it, but that had been OK because she loved him. She would have done anything for him.

          But that was then.
         

         And sometime between then and now he had changed. They had both changed. His horizons had narrowed, hers had widened.
         

         Every system can be beaten. That was one of his sayings.
         

         He was right.

         Now she was a lifetime away. So it seemed. And 1,212 kilometres away, driving through spartan December pine forest. Klick: 1,213. And in a few moments, travelling at 130 klicks an hour, with her life in the two large suitcases jammed on the rear seats, 1,214.

         Hagen 3.
         

         The turn-off was coming up. She felt a tightening of her throat, and a prick of excitement deep inside her. How many villages, small towns, big cities had she driven through or passed by in her travels, during her life, and wondered, each time, What would it be like to stop here? What would it be like to drive into this place as a total stranger, knowing no one, then check into a hotel, or rent a small flat, and start a totally new life?
         

         She was about to realize her dream. Hagen. So far it was just images she had googled on websites. Hagen. The thirty-seventh largest town in Germany. She liked that. A population of two hundred thousand. On the edge of the Ruhr. A town few knew about outside of its inhabitants. A once important industrial conurbation that was now reinventing itself as a centre of the arts, the websites proclaimed. She liked that. She could see herself in a place that was the centre of the arts.
         

         Up until now, she had not had much contact with the arts. Well, there had never been time, really. During the weekdays she was always on the road, driving from place to place, as an area sales representative for a company that made industrial brushes. Finishing brushes for the printing trade. Brushes for vacuum cleaners. Brushes for the bottom of elevator doors. For electrical contacts. She would miss her flirting and banter with her clients, the almost exclusively male buyers at the factories, the components wholesalers, the plant hire stores and the hardware stores. She was missing her comfortable new company Ford Mondeo, too, but the Passat was OK, it was fine, it was a small price to pay. Tiny.

         Then at the weekends, Trevor wasn’t interested in any area of the arts. He didn’t want to know about theatre, or art galleries or concerts – except for Def Leppard, great music if you like that kind of thing, which she didn’t – but they were not art, at least, not in her view. He just wanted to watch football, then either go to the pub or, more preferably, up to a particular S&M club he had discovered in London, where they had become regulars. He liked, most of all, to hurt and humiliate her in front of other people.
         

         Ahead of her and to her left, across the railings on the elevated road, she could see the start of a town. It lay in a valley, surrounded by low, rounded, wintry hills. Everything she could see was mostly grey or brown, the colours bleached out by the gloomy, overcast sky. But to her, it was all intensely beautiful.

         Hagen. A place where no one knew her, and she knew no one. Except just one man. And she barely knew him. A place where a stranger she was going to have sex with tonight, for just the second time, lived and worked. She tried to remember what his voice sounded like. What he smelled like. A man so crude he could send her a photo of himself naked and semi-erect, but a man so tender he could send her poetry by Aparna Chatterjee.
         

         
            
               Lust is what I speak tonight, 
               

               Lust is what I see tonight, 
               

               Lust is what I feel tonight, 
               

               And I Lust You. 
               

               Show me your Body 
               

               Inside out … 
               

               No clothes on, 
               

               No holds barred … 
               

               Bit by bit, 
               

               Part by part, 
               

               Give me your smells. 
               

               And your sweat …
               

            

         

         Trevor had never read a poem in his life.

         The road dipped down suddenly beneath a flyover that seemed, from this angle, as if it went straight through the middle of a row of grimy, pastel-blue townhouses. She halted at a traffic light in the dark shadow beneath the flyover, checked in her mirror, for an instant – just checking – then saw a yellow road sign. There was an arrow pointing straight ahead, with the word Zentrum. Another arrow pointed left, and bore the word Theater.
         

         She liked that. Liked the fact that the second word she saw on arriving in the town was Theater. This was going to be a good place; she felt it in her bones, in her heart, in her soul.
         

         Hagen. She said the word to herself and smiled.
         

         Behind her a car hooted. The lights were green.

         She drove on past a road sign that read Bergischer Ring, and realized from the directions she had memorized that she was close to her hotel. But anxious as she was to see Hans, she wanted to get her bearings. She wanted to arrive slowly, absorbing it all, understanding the geography. She had all the time in the world, and she wanted to get it right, from the very beginning. It seemed too sudden that one moment she was on the autobahn, the next she was slap in the centre of the town. She wanted to feel it, explore it slowly, breathe it in, absorb it.
         

         She turned right at the next road she came to, and drove up a steep, curving hill, lined with tall, terraced townhouses on both sides, then past a grimy church. She made a left turn at random, up an even steeper road, and then suddenly she was in scrubby, tree-lined countryside, winding up a hill, with the town below her.

         She pulled over into the kerb, parked in front of a butane gas cylinder that was partially concealed by a threadbare hedge, stopped and climbed out. The central locking had packed up a long time ago, so she went around the car, making sure the doors and the boot were locked. Then she walked over to the hedge and looked down, across the valley, at her new home.

         Hagen. A place that boasted, among its tourist attractions, Germany’s first crematorium. Which had a certain convenient ring to it.

         The town lay spread out and sprawling in the bowl beneath her. Her eyes swept the grey, grimy urban landscape beyond the gas cylinder, below the grey, sleeting skies. She saw a cluster of industrial buildings, with a white chimney stack rising higher than the distant hills. A small nucleus of utilitarian apartment buildings. A church spire. A Ferris wheel brightly lit, although it was only three o’clock in the afternoon, reminding her that darkness would start to fall, soon. She saw a narrow river bordered by grimy, industrial buildings. Church spires. Houses, some with red roofs, some grey. She wondered who lived in them all, how many of their inhabitants she would get to meet.
         

         It is neither fish nor meat, Hans said, telling her about Hagen. But she didn’t mind what it was, or was not. It looked huge, vast, far bigger than a town of two hundred thousand. It looked like a vast city. A place where she could get lost, and hide, for ever.
         

         She loved it more every second.

         She noticed a strange, cylindrical building, all glass, lit in blue, above what looked like an old water tower, and she wondered what that was. Hans would tell her. She would explore every inch of this place with him, in between the times they lay in bed, naked, together. If they could spare any time to explore anything other than each other’s bodies, that was!

         She turned away from the view and walked on up the hill, hands dug into the pockets of her black suede jacket, the sleet tickling her face, her scarf tickling her neck, breathing in the scents of the trees and the grass. She followed the road up into a wooded glade, until it became a track, which after a few minutes came out into a knoll of unkempt grass, with a row of trees on the far side, and a rectangular stone monument at the highest point.

         She climbed up to it, and stopped at a partially collapsed metal fence was that screening it off, for some kind of repair work. She knew it was the Bismarck monument, because she recognized it from every website – one of Hagen’s landmarks. She stared at it silently, then took her little digital camera from her bag and photographed it. Her first photograph of Hagen! Then she stood still, licking the sleet off the air, feeling a moment of intense happiness, and freedom.

         I’m here. I made it! I did it!!!!!
         

         Her heart was burning for Hans, and yet strangely, she still felt in no hurry. She wanted to savour these moments of anticipation. To savour her freedom. To relish not having to hurry home to make Trevor his evening meal (always a variation on meat and potatoes, he would eat nothing else). To be able to stand for as long as she wanted beneath the statue of Otto Eduard Leopold von Bismarck, a man partly responsible for shaping the country that was about to become her adopted home, for however many days of freedom she had remaining. And she did not know how many those might be.

         Better to live one day as a lion, than one thousand years as a lamb, Trevor was fond of saying, strutting around in his studded leathers and peaked cap.
         

         Of course, he would not have approved of her being here. And particularly not of her standing like an acolyte worshipping at the statue of Bismarck. Trevor had a thing about Germany. It wasn’t the War, or anything like that. He said the Germans had no humour – well, Hans had proved him wrong!

         He also said the Germans were efficient, as if that was a fault!

         Trevor had a thing about all kinds of stuff. He had a particularly big thing about crematoriums. They gave him the creeps, he said.
         

         Whereas she found them fascinating.

         Yet another thing on which they disagreed. And she always found his dislike of crematoriums particularly strange, since he worked in the funeral business.

         In fact, thinking back on fifteen years of marriage, what exactly had they agreed on? Rubber underwear? Handcuffs? Masks? Inflicting modest pain on each other? Bringing each other to brutal climaxes that were snatched moments of release, escape from their mutual loathing? Escapes from the realities they did not want to face? Such as the one – fortunately, thank God now (!) – that they could not have children?

         Time was, when she really had been in love with him. Deeply, truly, crazily do-anything-for-him, unconditional love. She had always been attracted by death. By people who worked close to death. Trevor was an embalmer with a firm of funeral directors. He had a framed certificate, which was hung in pride of place in the sitting room, declaring him to be “A Member Of The Independent Association of Embalmers”.
         

         She used to like his hands to touch her. Hands that had been inserting tubes into a cadaver, to pump out the blood and replace it with pink embalming fluid. Hands that had been applying make-up on a cadaver’s face. Brushing a cadaver’s hair.

         The closer she was to death, the more alive she felt.

         She liked to lie completely naked, and still, and tell Trevor to treat her as if she was a cadaver. She loved to feel his hands on her. Probing her. Slowly bringing her alive.

         The best climax – absolutely the best ever, in her entire life – was one night when they had made love in the embalming room at the funeral director’s. With two naked corpses lying, laid out on trolleys, beside her.

         Then she had truly felt alive! The way she felt now!

         And those same feelings would happen again with Hans, she knew it, she absolutely knew it! She was going to be so happy with Hans.

         Love doesn’t last, Trevor responded one night, when she had told him she was not happy. Happiness is an illusion, he had said. Only an idiot can be happy twenty-four-seven. The wise man seeks to be content not happy. Carpe diem.
         

         You have to face reality, he had carped on, after she had told him she was leaving him. You can run but you can’t hide.
         

         She was running now.

         Hit someone over the head with a big stick hard enough and for long enough and one day they will hit you back. Even harder.

         She could not put a time or a date on when it had all started to go south. Not the exact moment. Could not get a fix on it the way you can pinpoint your position with a set of navigation co-ordinates. It was more of a gradual erosion.

         But once you had made your decisions, there was no going back. You just had to keep running. As Trevor used to say, It’s not the fall that gets you, it’s the sudden stop. 
         

         And now of course, Hagen was that sudden stop. It scared her almost as much as it thrilled her. In truth, she had learned a lot from him.
         

         I will never let you go, ever, he said, when she had once suggested that they might be happier apart.
         

         Then he had punched her in the face so hard for suggesting it, she had not been able to go to work for several days, until the bruises had subsided, and the stitches had been removed. As usual she covered up for him, with a lame excuse about being knocked off her bicycle.

         It was his diabetes that caused his mood swings, she had come to learn over many years. Too little sugar and he became edgy and aggressive. Too much and he became sleepy and docile as a lamb.

         She retraced her steps from the Bismarck monument to her car, then threaded her way back down the network of roads, noting the pleasant houses, wondering what kind of house Hans had lived in until his marriage break-up. After a few minutes she found herself back on the Bergischer Ring, where she turned right. She drove along, past a market square where the Ferris wheel had been erected on the edge of a small fairground. She saw a row of kerbside Christmassy tableaux, one after the other, with puppets acting out fairytale scenes. One was full of busy bearded goblins with hammers. Two small girls, clutching their mother’s hands, stared at them in wonder.

         Janet stared at the girls as she waited at a traffic light, and then, wistfully, at the mother. Forty was not too old. Maybe she and Hans could have children. Two little girls? And one day, she would stand here, holding their hands, a contented hausfrau of Hagen, while they looked at the hammering goblins.

         Just three weeks to Christmas! She would wake up on Christmas morning, in her new country, in the arms of her new man.

         As she drove on she saw, on her left, a brightly lit shop, the windows full of sausages hanging in clumps, like fruit, the name Wursthaus Konig above the door. She stopped for a moment, and checked her map. Then after a short distance she turned left into a side street, past a restaurant, then pulled over outside the front entrance of the hotel she had found on the internet.
         

         Hans had invited her to stay with him. But after only one date – even if it had finished – or rather climaxed – with the bonk at the end of the universe!!!! – she wanted to keep her options open. And her independence. Just in case.
         

         She tugged one bag off the rear seat of the car, and wheeled it in through the front door of the hotel. Inside was dark and gloomy, with a small reception desk to her right and a staircase in front of her. A living cadaver of a man stood behind the desk and she gave him her name. The place smelled old and worn. The kind of place travelling salespeople would stay in. The kind of dump she occasionally had found herself in during her early years on the road.
         

         He passed her a form to fill in, and asked if she would like help with her luggage. No, she told him, emphatically. She filled in the form and handed him her passport.

         And he handed her an envelope. “A message for you,” he said.

         Using the one word of German that she knew, she said, “Danke.”
         

         Then as she went back outside to get her second suitcase, she tore it open, with eager fingers, and nails she had varnished to perfection for him. For Hans.

         The note read: Meet me at the crematorium. xx
         

         She smiled. You wicked, wicked, man!
         

         The cadaver helped her up two flights of stairs to a room that was as tired and drab as the rest of the place. But at least she could see down into the street, and keep an eye on her car, and she was pleased about that. She popped open the lid of one case, changed her clothes, and freshened herself up, spraying perfume in all the places – except the one that she remembered Hans had liked to press his face into most of all, last time.

         Twenty minutes later, in the falling dark, after getting lost twice, she finally pulled into the almost deserted crematorium car park. There was just one other car there, an elderly brown Mercedes that tilted to one side, as if it had a broken suspension.

         As she climbed out, carefully locking the car, she looked around. It was one of the most beautiful car parks she had seen in her life, surrounded by all kinds of carefully tended trees, shrubs, flowers, as if she were in botanical gardens. It barely felt like December here, it felt more like spring. No doubt the intention – a perpetual spring, for mourners.
         

         She walked up a tarmac footpath that was wide enough for a vehicle, and lined with manicured trees and tall black streetlamps. Anticipation drove her forwards, her pace quickening with every step, breathing deeper and faster. God, her nerves were jangling now! A million butterflies were going berserk in her stomach! Her boots crunched on grit; her teeth crunched, grinding from the cold, but more from nerves.

         She walked through open wrought-iron gates, and continued along, passing a cloistered single-storey building, clad in ivy, its walls covered in memorial plaques.

         And then, ahead of her, she saw the building.

         And she stopped in her tracks.

         And her heart skipped a beat.

         Oh, fuck! Oh wow!

         This was a crematorium?

         It was one of the most beautiful buildings she had ever seen in her life. Rectangular, Art Deco in style, in stark white, with a portico of square black marble columns, with windows, high up, like portholes on a ship, inset with black rectangles. It was topped by an elegant red-tiled pitched roof.

         Wow! Again.

         There were steps leading up to the portico, with stone balustrading to the right, giving a view down across terraces of elegant tombstones set in what looked like glades in a forest. When I die, this is where I would like to lie. Please God. Please, Hans.
         

         Please!
         

         She climbed the steps and pushed the door, which was unlocked and opened almost silently. She stepped inside and simply stopped in her tracks. And now she could understand why the crematorium featured so prominently as one of Hagen’s major attractions.

         It was like stepping inside a Mondrian painting. Vertical stripes of black and white, with geometrical squares in the centre, varying in depth, width and height, at one end. At the other end was a semi-domed ceiling, with quasi-religious figures painted on a gold backdrop, above more black and white geometrics.
         

         Beneath was a curious-looking altar, a white cross rising above what looked like a white, two-metre-long beer barrel.

         As she stared at it, a noise made her jump. A sudden, terrifying sound. A mechanical grinding, roaring, vibrating bellow of heavy machinery. The barrel began to rise, the white cross with it, the floor trembling beneath her. As it rose higher, at the back, a bolt of grey silk slowly unfurled. Then a coffin rose into view. Janet stood, mesmerized. The grinding, roaring sound filled the galleried room.

         Then the sound stopped as abruptly as it had started.

         There was a moment of total silence.

         The coffin lid began to rise.

         Janet screamed.

         Then she saw Hans’s smiling face.

         He pushed the lid aside and it fell to the floor with an echoing bang, and he began to haul himself out, grinning from ear to ear, hot and sweaty, wearing nothing but a boiler suit over his naked skin, and black work boots.

         She stood and stared at him for a moment, in total wonder and joy. He looked even more amazing than she remembered. More handsome, more masculine, more raw.

         He stood up, and he was taller than she remembered, too.

         “My most beautiful angel in all the world!” he said. “You are here! You came! You really came!”

         “Did you think I wouldn’t?”

         “My brave angel,” he said. “My brave English angel.” Then he scooped her in his strong arms, pulled her tightly to him, so tightly she could feel the contour of his body beneath the thin blue cotton, and kissed her. His breath smelled sweet, and was tinged sweetly with cigarette smoke, garlic and beer, the manly smells and taste she remembered. She kissed him back, wildly, deeply, feeling his tongue, holding it for a second, losing it, then finding it again.

         Finally, breathless with excitement, their lips separated. They stood still, staring at each other, his eyes so close to hers they were just a warm blur.
         

         “So,” he said. “We have work to do, yah?”

         She pushed her hands down inside the front of his trousers, and gripped him gently. “We do,” she said with a smile.

         He drew breath sharply and exhaled, grinning. “First we must work.”

         “First we make love,” she replied.

         “You are a very naughty little girl,” he teased.

         “Are you going to punish me?”

         “That will depend, yes? On how naughty you have been. Have you been very naughty?”

         She nodded solemnly, stood back a pace, and put her finger in her mouth like a little child. “Very,” she said.

         “Tell me?”

         “I can show you.”

         He smiled. “Go and fetch the car, I will be prepared.”

         
             

         

         Five minutes later, Janet reversed the Passat up to the side entrance to the crematorium, where there was a green elevator door. As she halted the car, and climbed out, the green metal door slid open, and Hans stood there, with a coffin on a trolley. There was a strange expression on his face and he was looking at her in a way that made her, suddenly, deeply uncomfortable.

         Her eyes shot to the coffin, then back to his face.

         Then to the coffin.

         Had she made a terrible mistake? To be alone, here, with all her bridges burned, her trail carefully covered. Had she walked into a trap?

         No one at home in Eastbourne knew where she was. No one knew where she was. Only Hans. And she was alone with him at the crematorium, in the falling darkness, and he was standing, looking at her, beside an open coffin.

         She felt suddenly as if her insides had turned to ice. She wanted to be home, back home, where it was safe. Dull but safe. With Trevor.

         But none of that was an option any longer.

         Then he smiled. His normal, big, warm Hans smile. And the ice inside her melted in an instant, as if it had flash-thawed. “In the trunk?” he questioned.
         

         Nodding, she popped open the boot of the car, and then they both stood and stared for some moments at the black plastic sheeting, and the curved shape inside it.
         

         “No problem?” he asked her, putting his arm around her, and nibbling her ear, so tenderly.

         “He was good as gold,” she said, wriggling with the excitement of his touch. “Went out like a lamb, after I swapped his insulin for sugared water. But he was heavy. I nearly didn’t have the strength to get him into the boot.”

         Where there’s a will, there’s a way, Trevor was fond of saying. And of course what was particularly sweet was that Trevor had written a will, leaving everything to her, naturally, a long time ago.
         

         “It is good he is so thin,” Hans said, unwrapping him. “I have two cadavers waiting for the burners and one is very thin. I have the two certificates each from the doctors; we are all set. He will fit nicely into the coffin with him. No one will know a thing!”

         Down in the basement, as they wheeled the coffin out of the elevator, Janet recognized the beige metal casings, the instruments, the dials. The word Ruppman was printed above them, and on other machines in the room, and on top of wiring diagrams. Opposite them, two coffins sat in front of two huge open furnaces, with gas flames licking along their lengths.
         

         Hans smiled. A totally wicked smile.

         A few minutes later, after he had pressed a number of buttons, and the mechanical doors had closed, and the roar of the burners rose to a crescendo, she felt Hans’s arms around her waist. Slowly, shedding their clothes, they sank to the floor.

         Smoke rose from the chimney into the night sky. They made love while the burners rose in temperature to their optimum heat, and their own body heat rose with it.

         In the morning, Hans raked the remaining pieces of bone into the cremellator, then ground them to a powder that mingled with the ashes. Then they stepped through the crematorium doors, arm in arm. Outside, in the early, pre-dawn light, the world seemed an altogether brighter place. Birds were starting to sing.
         

         Hans slipped an arm around her, then whispered into her ear, “You know, my English angel, I will never let you go.”

         And for an instant he sounded just like Trevor. She kissed him, then whispered back into his ear, “Don’t push your luck.”

         “What is that meaning?” he asked.

         She smiled.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            WRONG ’EM BOYO
 
            A JOE GERAGHTY STORY
 
            Nick Quantrill
 

         
 
         Three nights ago …
         
 
         “THERE YOU GO.” He counted them out for me. “Two shirts, company tie and, of course, your cap. That’s the full kit,” he said. I looked at the cap. The company badge stared back at me. Established 1974. I nodded to Tony Bagshaw, head of Bagshaw Security Limited. “You’re the boss,” I said to him.
         
 
         He went back to the paperwork at his desk. “Any more questions?”
 
         “No. It’s fine,” I said. I looked again at the cap, tried it on for size. It’d do the job. Sometimes you’ve got to take whatever’s on offer to pay the bills.
 
         “You’re not a private investigator now,” he said. “You start tomorrow.” 
 
         
             

         
 
         Two nights ago …
         
 
         “You’re the new guy, then?”
 
         I nodded. I’d followed the directions Bagshaw had given me and found the control room. “I’m the new guy,” I said.
 
         “Grab a seat, then.”
 
         I put my cap on the table and sat down. “Joe,” I said, holding my hand out.
 
         He took it. “Bill.”
 
         I looked around the control room. It was dominated by a bank of CCTV screens showing the various angles and corners of the warehouse. Bill had a well-thumbed paperback and a mug on his desk. I could also see empty chocolate wrappers. “Busy night, then?” I asked him.
         
 
         “Pretty much the same as any other.”
 
         “Right.”
 
         He pointed to the kettle. “Make yourself at home, lad. Tea, white, one sugar for me.”
 
         
             

         
 
         “And that’s pretty much that,” Bill said to me. “The grand tour.”
 
         He’d shown me around the warehouse. It was essentially a large storeroom full of toys. As we’d walked back to our office space, we passed the half-built extension to the building. Several JCBs and diggers sat still for the night.
 
         “Company’s expanding, is it?” I said.
 
         Bill shrugged. “At least someone’s doing well at the moment.”
 
         “There’s always winners and losers,” I said. Bill sat back down at his desk. I filled in the log to show we’d made our hourly inspection. I ticked the box to say no problems and signed my name. I put the kettle on. Again. The usual tea for Bill and coffee for me. I needed the caffeine. Even though I’d carried out countless overnight surveillance jobs in the past, it was still a shock to the system. We settled down for another spell. Bill sighed and picked up his paperback. Showed it to me, told me it was a load of rubbish. The first Stieg Larsson novel.
         
 
         “The wife gave it to me,” he said.
 
         I told him I’d not read it. I had no interest, just continued to stare at the bank of CCTV images. The images were grainy, like watching a poor quality video cassette. I knew there were no other people on site. Nothing happened, nor should it. I picked up Bill’s newspaper and flicked through it. All I had to look forward to was the next circuit of the warehouse in another hour’s time. Time passed slowly. I tried to finish Bill’s crossword for him. Failed. His mobile rang. Bill took the call, said very little, but it was obvious he didn’t like what he was hearing. He ended the call.
 
         “I thought private mobiles were banned,” I said to him.
 
         He shrugged. “What Bagshaw doesn’t know isn’t going to hurt him.”
 
         “Fair enough.”
         
 
         I waited for Bill to break the silence. “The wife,” he eventually said. “She was a bit upset.”
 
         “I gathered.”
 
         “What does she expect, lad? If there isn’t any overtime, what can I do? It’s not my fault we’re losing contracts all over the place, is it?” He pointed at the CCTV screens. “Besides, who wants to spend every waking hour looking at them?” He took a breath. “Do you get out much?”
 
         “Not really.”
 
         “You can kiss goodbye to it, anyway. Might as well get used to the shit hours. I’ve been doing this since the trawler work finished.” He threw the pen he’d been doing his crossword with on to the desk. “Nearly thirty years.”
 
         
             

         
 
         Now …
         
 
         We were both on edge. We didn’t speak, just shared the odd grunted word, our eyes on the CCTV screens. We were supposed to patrol the site in pairs, but Bill didn’t want to move. I switched my mobile on, gave him my number and set off on the hourly circuit of the warehouse. Midnight. I wasn’t a jumpy sort of person, but tonight my torch was picking out shapes against the wall I knew weren’t really there. I moved slowly, trying not to make a sound. I walked into the new extension area, flashed the torch around. The JCBs and diggers were neatly lined up, ready for tomorrow’s work. Nothing doing. I adjusted my cap and walked back to the office. The circuit had taken me fifteen minutes. I found Bill curled up in a ball on the office floor, sobbing. I crouched down and straightened him up. His glasses were broken. I picked up the pieces and passed them back to him. I found a toilet roll and helped him wipe up the blood. I waited for his breathing to return to normal.
 
         “What happened?” I said.
 
         “They came.”
 
         
             

         
 
         One night ago …
         
 
         We worked until ten o’clock. There was time to make it to the pub before closing. Last chance before we started working nights. I passed him a pint of lager, sat down opposite him.
         
 
         “Cheers,” I said, drinking down a mouthful.
 
         Bill said nothing. Didn’t even touch his drink.
 
         “What’s up?” I asked.
 
         He shuffled closer to me. “I’ve got a problem, Joe. A big fucking problem.”
 
         I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear it. I put my drink down. “Go on.”
 
         Bill picked up his drink. I watched as he drained half of it in one go. “I wanted to let you know I didn’t have a choice in the matter.”
 
         
             

         
 
         Now … 
         
 
         “You did well, Bill,” Bagshaw said. “I’m proud of you.”
 
         Bill looked at me, confused.
 
         Inodded back.
 
         “Thanks very much,” he eventually said.
 
         Once I’d settled Bill down, I’d made the call. Told Bagshaw what had happened.
 
         “Did you get a look at the men?” he asked Bill.
 
         Bill shook his head. “Balaclavas. I couldn’t see their faces.”
 
         Bagshaw turned to me. “Not much to go on, then.”
 
         “Seems not,” I said.
 
         “At least they didn’t get anything.”
 
         They hadn’t even gone into the warehouse.
 
         
             

         
 
         One night ago …
         
 
         “They had pictures of our Sharon in nightclubs. Pissed out of her head,” Bill said to me.
 
         “What did they say to you?”
 
         “They didn’t need to say much. They knew who she was. They knew where I worked. Told me how she could get into a lot of trouble behaving like that when she’s out and about. Especially if she got separated from her mates.”
 
         I watched Bill drink the rest of his pint. He drank it down in one go. “She’s only nineteen, Joe. A bairn. I can’t let it happen.”
 
         
             

         
 
         Now …
         
 
         I looked at Bill. Best part of thirty years’ service and it had come to this for him. Blackmailed by scrotes. I’d understood what Bagshaw had told me when he’d hired me. It wasn’t the warehouse full of toys thieves were interested in. They definitely weren’t worth all this effort. That was for the fly-by-night chancers with Transit vans. These people wanted the JCBs and diggers. They held their value and were easy to lose on building sites. If they were taken from here, Bagshaw Security was finished. And Bill was finished. Neither of them deserved that. Even if the insurance covered the loss, the blow to the company’s reputation would be fatal. That was why Bagshaw had called me. I took my cap and tie off, handed them back to him, ignoring Bill’s stare. I’d done my job. It was back to the office tomorrow and another job. “My invoice will be in the post,” I said. “At the price we agreed.”
 
         Bagshaw walked over to the CCTV screens. I stood up, walked behind him and quietly took the JCB keys out of my pocket. I’d been a step ahead. Bill hadn’t been able to give them what they wanted. He’d taken a kicking because the keys had been missing. But at least he still had a job. Bill’s eyes widened. I winked at him. The police would catch the robbers eventually. It’s always wrong to cheat the trying man. Or in this case, men. And without Bagshaw realizing what had really happened, I replaced the keys on the hook and left.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         

         
            WHERE ARE ALL THE NAUGHTY PEOPLE?
          
            Reginald Hill



         
   
         A LOT OF kids are scared of graveyards.
         

         Not me. I grew up in one.

         My dad, Harry Cresswell, was verger at St Cyprian’s on the north-east edge of Bradford. Once it had been a country parish but that was ages back. By the sixties it was all built up, a mix of council houses and owner-occupied semis, plus some older properties from the village days. We lived in one of them, Rose Cottage, right up against the churchyard wall. We didn’t have a proper garden, just a small cobbled yard out back, and out front a two-foot strip of earth where Mam tried to grow a few stunted roses to make sense of the name. A low retaining wall separated this from a narrow pavement that tracked the busy main road where traffic never stopped day or night.

         Nearest park was a mile away. But right next door to us there were four acres of open land, lots of grass and trees, no buildings, no roads, no traffic.

         St Cyprian’s graveyard.

         The wall in our backyard had a small door in it to make it easy for Dad to get to the church to do his duties. In the graveyard the door was screened by a bit of shrubbery. My mam liked to tell anyone who cared to listen that she was a Longbottom out of Murton near York, a farming family whose kids had grown up breathing good fresh air and enjoying the sight and smell of trees and grass. She wasn’t about to deprive her own child of the benefit just because of a few gravestones, so when I was a baby, she’d take me through the door in our yard and lay me on a rug to enjoy the sun while she got on with her knitting. She was a great knitter. If her hands didn’t have some other essential task to occupy them, they were always occupied by her needles. I’ve even seen her knitting on the move! And I’ve never had to buy a scarf or a pullover in my life.
         

         As I grew older and more mobile I began to explore a bit further. Mam and Dad were a bit worried at first, but Father Stamp said he’d rather see me enjoying myself there than running around the street in the traffic, and in Mam’s ears, Father Stamp’s voice was the voice of God.

         I should say that though St Cyprian’s was Church of England, it was what they called High, lots of incense and hyssop and such, and the vicar liked to be called Father. It used to confuse me a bit as a kid, what with God the Father, and Father Stamp, and Father Christmas, and my own dad, but I got used to it.

         And folk got used to me using the graveyard as my playground. I think them as didn’t like it were too scared of my mam to risk a confrontation. She could be really scary when she tried. For her part, she insisted I should always stay in the area between our bit of the wall and the side of the church, and not do anything naughty. Naughty in Mam’s vocabulary covered a wide range of misbehaviour. She used to read the News of the World and shake her head and say disapprovingly, “There’s a lot of naughty folk in this world. Well, they’ll have to pay for it in the next!” I assumed she meant bank robbers and such. But in my own case, I didn’t have to assume anything. I knew exactly what naughty meant – doing anything my mam told me not to do!
         

         My designated playground area was the oldest section of the graveyard. All the headstones here dated back a hundred years or more, and no one ever came to tend the graves or lay flowers on them. There were quite a few trees here too and it was hard to get a mowing machine in, so the grass grew long and lush and on the rare occasions someone did come round this side, I could easily drop out of sight till they’d gone. Occasionally I’d see Father Stamp but I didn’t hide from him because he’d always wave at me and smile, and sometimes he’d come and join me, and often he’d produce a bagful of mint humbugs and we’d sit next to each other on a tombstone, his arm round my shoulder, sucking away in companionable silence till suddenly he’d stand up, ruffle my hair and say he had to go and do something in the church.
         

         Once I’d started at school, I soon realized the new activities I was enjoying, like playing football or cowboys and Indians, you couldn’t do in a graveyard. Even Father Stamp wouldn’t have cared to see a whole gang of kids rampaging round his church, cheering and yelling. So I spent less time there, but I still liked to wander round by myself sometimes, playing solitary make-believe games, or just lying in the grass looking up at the sky till Mam yelled my name and I had to go in for my tea.

         Occasionally I’d have one or two of my special friends round at the house and to start with I took them through the door into my playground. I thought they’d be impressed I had all this space to roam around in, but instead they either said it was seriously weird, or they wanted to play daft games like pretending to be ghosts and jumping out on each other from behind the old gravestones. As well as being worried about the noise they were making, I found I was a bit put out that they weren’t showing more respect. Father Stamp had told me that I should never forget there were dead people lying under the ground. No need to be scared of them, he said, but I should try and remember this was their place as well as mine. So after a while I stopped taking my friends there. I was still very young but already old enough to realize it mattered at school how your classmates regarded you. I didn’t want to get known as daft Tommy Cresswell who likes to play with old bones in the graveyard.

         I was what they called a slow learner, taking longer than a lot of the others to get into reading and writing, but when, one day when I was about seven, it finally clicked, I took to it big. I read everything I could lay my hands on, so much so that Mam and Dad went from worrying about me not reading to worrying about me reading my brain into train oil, as Granny Longbottom used to say.

         I don’t know exactly when it was that I realized the graveyard was full of stuff to read! I’d seen there were words carved on the headstones, of course, but I never paid them much attention. I was more interested in the variety of shapes.
         

         Some of the headstones were rounded, some were pointed, and some were squared off. Quite a lot had crosses on top of them, some of the older ones leaned to one side like they were drunk, and a few lay flat out. The ones I liked best were the ones with statues and these I gave names to in my private games. My favourite was an angel with a shattered nose that I called Rocky after Rocky Marciano who was my dad’s great hero. Never got beaten, he’d say. I think he’d have called me Rocky rather than Tommy if Mam had let him.

         It was Rocky the angel that got me looking at the words. I was lying in the grass one evening staring up at him when the words carved at his feet came into focus.

         
            Sacred to the memory of David Oscar Winstanley 
taken in the 87th year of his life 
loving husband devoted father 
in virtue spotless in charity generous 
and a loyal servant of the General Post Office for 
forty-nine years
            

         

         He was probably a pretty important GPO official, but I imagined him as an ordinary postman, trudging the streets with his sackful of letters well into his eighties, and I was really impressed that he’d been so highly regarded that they’d given him an angel to keep watch over his grave and a full-blown testimonial. This is what started me paying attention to the inscriptions on other headstones. A few were in a funny language I couldn’t understand. Father Stamp told me it was Latin and sometimes he’d translate it for me. Mam was always telling me not to bother Father Stamp because he had so much to do in the parish. In the same breath she’d say I could learn a lot if I listened to him, he was such an educated man. When I wondered in my childish way how I could listen to him without bothering him, she told me not to be cheeky. Things have changed, but back then a wise kid quickly learned that in the adult world he was usually in the wrong!
         

         I quite liked Father Stamp and I certainly liked his mint humbugs, but when it came to practical information about the graves, I turned to the men who dug them. There were two of them, Young Clem and Old Clem.
         

         I don’t know how old Old Clem was – certainly no older than my dad – but he “had a back” and seemed to spend most of his time standing by the side of a new grave, smoking his pipe, while Young Clem laboured with his spade down below. Nowadays they have machines to do the hard work in less than half an hour. Back then it took Young Clem the best part of a morning to excavate and square off a grave to his dad’s satisfaction. Occasionally Old Clem would seize the spade to demonstrate what ought to be done, but after he’d moved a couple of clods, he’d shake his head, rub his back, and return to his pipe. I heard Dad complaining to Mam more than once that Old Clem ought to be pensioned off, but he got no support from the vicar. Father Stamp just shook his head and said there was no question of getting rid of Old Clem. Mam said it showed what a true Christian gentleman Father Stamp was, and I should try to be less naughty and grow up like him. When I asked if that meant that Mam was naughty because she agreed with Dad that Old Clem should be sacked and Father Stamp didn’t, she clipped my ear and said she didn’t know where I got it from. I saw Dad grinning when she said that.

         Young Clem was my special friend. Nine or ten years older than me, he was a big lad, more than twice my size, and he always had a fag in his mouth, though that was OK in them days. Dad smoked twenty a day and even Mam had the occasional puff.

         Clem had been around all my life, helping his dad out when he were still a kid, then becoming his full-time assistant when he left school at sixteen. Like me he clearly thought of the graveyard as his own personal play park. Wandering around in the dusk one spring evening I heard a noise I didn’t recognize and dropped down in the long grass. After a bit, with the noise still going on, I reckoned I hadn’t been spotted so I crawled forward and peered round a headstone. Young Clem was lying there in the grass with a girl. At eight, I already had some vague notion there were things older lads liked to do with girls but I’d no real idea what it was all about except that simultaneously it had something to do with courting, which was all right, and something to do with being naughty, which wasn’t. We didn’t have sex education in Yorkshire in them days. Whatever it was, Young Clem and his girl were clearly enjoying it. I watched till I got bored then I crawled away. I had enough sense to know that I ought to keep out of the way when my friend was doing his naughty courting so whenever I glimpsed Clem in the graveyard with a girl I made myself scarce.
         

         But when there weren’t any girls around to divert him, the years between us seemed to vanish. Young Clem just loved larking around. In his snap break, he was always up for a game of hide and seek, or tiggy-on-gravestones. Or if I had my cricket ball with me, he’d show me how to set my fingers round it so that I could bowl a googly. One day he was demonstrating how to do this up against the church wall when Father Stamp came round the corner and I thought we would be in real trouble. But Clem didn’t seem bothered. He just lit a fag and blew smoke down at Father Stamp (Clem was a good six inches taller) till the vicar turned round and went back the way he’d come, like he’d forgotten something.

         “He must like you too, Clem,” I said, impressed.

         “You could say that,” said Clem. “Doesn’t mean I have to like him, does it?”

         That struck me as odd even then. Under Mam’s influence, I’d come to think everyone in the world must like and admire Father Stamp, so it was a shock to find that my mate Clem didn’t agree.

         I noticed after this that Clem often seemed to show up when I was with the vicar. I recall one occasion when I was round the back of the church where there was this funny old cross, very tall and thin with the actual cross piece set in a circle and not very big at all. Another odd thing was it didn’t seem to mark a grave and I couldn’t see any writing on it, just a lot of weird carvings.

         Father Stamp came and stood beside me and started explaining what they all meant. I didn’t understand a lot of what he said but I did take in that it had been there for hundreds of years, dating back to long before the present St Cyprian’s had been built. He told me there’d always been some sort of church or chapel here right back to what he called the Dark Ages and this cross had been put up then and it was quite famous, and experts came from all over just to look at it. Then he lifted me right up on his shoulders so I could get a good look at the fancy carving on the topmost piece of the cross, and I was sitting there, clinging on to his hair, with his hands clasping the top of my legs really tight, when there was a cough behind us.
         

         Father Stamp swung round so quick I almost fell off, and in fact I might as well have done, as when he saw it was Young Clem he dropped me to the ground so hard I was winded.

         “Sorry to interrupt, vicar,” said Young Clem, “but Dad were wondering if you’d a moment to talk about tomorrow’s funeral.”

         It didn’t sound to me all that important, but Father Stamp hurried away as if it was, and Young Clem said, “Giving you a ride, was he?”
         

         “He was showing me the carvings up on the cross,” I said.

         “Is that right? Tell you what, Tommy. The vicar’s a busy man. You want to play, you play with me. Or if you want to know about the carvings or anything, ask my dad.”

         Even at that age, I couldn’t imagine that Old Clem would know anything the vicar didn’t but I followed Young Clem round the church to where his dad was sitting on a tombstone, puffing his pipe in the sun. There was no sign of Father Lamb so they must have finished their business quickly.

         Young Clem said, “Tommy here wants to know about the carvings on that old cross”
         

         Old Clem blew some smoke into the air reflectively then pronounced, “Heathen, that’s what they are. Nasty pagan stuff. Don’t know what summat like that is doing in a Christian churchyard.”
         

         For all its shortness, I have to say I found this more intriguing than Father Stamp’s more rambling account but when I mentioned it to Mam, she said, “You don’t want to listen to Old Clem. What’s he know? No, you stick close to a clever man like Father Stamp and you never know what you’ll learn. But don’t you go bothering him!”
         

         Mam didn’t like Old Clem much. She wouldn’t use the same words as Dad, who said he was an idle old sod, but that’s what she thought. And she really gave him a piece of her mind once when she found me searching through the long grass in the graveyard and I told her Old Clem had lost his rubber spade and asked me to help him find it. But she liked young Clem. She said he had a nice smile and I noticed she used to pat her hair and sound a bit different when she was talking to him. She even knitted him a scarf that he said was the best scarf he’d ever had, though I never saw him wear it.

         So what with the Clems and Father Stamp, I had plenty of company in the graveyard if I wanted it. But most of the time all the company I wanted was my own and that of my friends in the ground. I had no fear of them. Why should I? They were all such good people, I could tell that by what I read on their headstones. I found it a really comfortable idea that after you were dead, folk would come and read what had been carved about you, just like I was doing, and they’d think what a great guy you must have been!

         Sometimes I’d lie in the grass by Rocky, looking up at the sky and inventing things they might one day put on my own stone.

         
            Here lies Tommy Cresswell, loving son, and the best striker ever to play for Bradford City and England.
            

         

         The more I thought of it, though, the more I was forced to admit that it wasn’t all that likely as Bradford were holding up the bottom division of the league back then, and anyway I was crap at football. But anyone could be a hero, I reasoned. It was just a question of opportunity. So in the end I settled for this.

         
            Sacred to the memory of Tommy Cresswell, beloved by all who knew him, who lost his life while bravely rescuing 56 children from their burning orphanage. 
            

            “He died that they might live.”
            

         

         I got that last bit from the stone of some soldier who’d been wounded in the Great War and then come home to die.
         

         The graveyard was full of such inspiring and upbeat messages. Those who reached old age had enjoyed such useful and productive lives it was no wonder they were sadly missed by their loving friends and families, while those who died young were so precociously marvellous that the angels couldn’t wait for them to get old before claiming them.
         

         But eventually, after I’d done a tour of the whole graveyard, a problem began to present itself. I went all the way round again just to be sure, and it was still there.

         I thought of applying to Mam and Dad for help, but I didn’t really want them to know how much time I was still spending in the graveyard.

         Father Lamb would certainly be able to answer my question. After all he was in charge of everything at St Cyprian’s. But he didn’t seem quite so keen on talking to me as he’d once been. If we did meet and sit down for a chat, after a while he’d get restless and jump up and say he had to be off somewhere else, even if Young Clem didn’t interrupt him.

         Then one Monday in early October on my way home from school still pondering my problem, I spotted the Clems digging a grave and it came to me that if anyone would know the answer, they would.

         It was the usual set-up, with Young Clem up to his knees in the grave, digging, and Old Clem leaning on his spade, proffering advice.

         I said, “Who’s this for?”

         “Old George Parkin,” said Old Clem. “They’ll not be putting him in the hole till Wednesday, but we thought we’d get a start while this good weather holds. Poor old George. He’ll be sadly missed. He were a grand lad. One of the best.”

         That was my cue.

         I said, “Clem,” – letting them decide which one I was addressing – “I know you bury the good folk in the churchyard. But where do you put all the naughty ones?”

         Old Clem stopped puffing, and Young Clem stopped digging, and they both said, “Eh?”
         

         I saw that I needed to make myself a bit clearer.

         I said, “You only bury the good people in the churchyard. I can tell that from reading what it says about them on the headstones. But the naughty ones must die as well. So where are all the naughty people? What do you do with their bodies?”
         

         There was a long silence while they looked at each other.

         Old Clem put his pipe back into his mouth and took it out again twice.

         And finally he said solemnly, “Can you keep a secret, Tommy?”

         “Oh yes. Cross my heart and hope to die,” I said eagerly.

         “Right then,” said Old Clem. “We puts them in the crypt.”

         Young Clem said, “Dad!” like he was protesting because his father was talking out of turn.

         Old Clem said, “The lad asked and he deserves to know. The crypt, young Tommy. That’s where we dump all the bad ’uns. Pack ’em in, twenty or thirty deep till their flesh rots down to mulch. Then they grind the bones to bonemeal and it all gets spread on the fields. But you’re not to tell anyone else, OK? This is between you and me. Promise?”

         I repeated, “Cross my heart, Clem,” and went away, leaving father and son having what sounded like a fierce discussion behind me.

         This explained a lot! I knew there was this sort of big cellar under the church that they called the crypt. And I knew that there’d been bones and stuff down there because a couple of years earlier there’d been some worry about the church floor sinking and I’d heard Dad talking about clearing out the crypt and setting some props to support the ceiling, which was of course the church floor. So all the naughty people’s remains must have been cleared out to spread on the fields then. That thought made me feel a bit queasy, but, after all, I told myself, if you were too naughty to be buried in the graveyard, what did it matter where you ended up?

         I mean, who’d want a headstone saying, Here lies John Smith who was really naughty and nobody misses him?
         

         I’d never been in the crypt, of course, though I knew where the door was in a hidden corner of the church porch. There was a notice on it saying: Danger. Steep and crumbling steps. Do not enter. Not that there was much chance of that as it was always kept locked.
         

         But it had to be opened some time so that more naughty people could be put in there, that was obvious. And if, as Mam said, there were a lot of naughty people in this world, it was probably getting full up again after the last big clear-out.

         Suddenly I was filled with a desperate need to see inside the crypt. I wasn’t a particularly morbid child, but I recall one of my teachers writing on my report, It’s never enough to tell Tommy anything; if possible he’s got to see for himself.
         

         So now I’d got the answer to my question, all I needed was for someone to open the crypt door for me and shine a torch in so that I could glimpse all the naughty people piled up there! Then I’d be satisfied.

         But I was bright enough to know that this wasn’t the kind of favour adults were likely to do for a kid. I was going to have to sort this out for myself.

         The answer was as obvious as asking the Clems about where the naughty people had been.

         Dad could go anywhere in and around the church. Obviously he wasn’t going to open the crypt door for me. But he did have a key. At least, I assumed he had a key. He certainly had a bunch of keys that opened up every other door.

         And as I thought of this, I also realized that tonight being a Monday night was the perfect time to put my plan into operation. Not that I realized I had a plan till I thought of it! The thing was, Dad always went down the pub to play darts on Mondays and Mam curled up on the sofa with her knitting to watch Sherlock Holmes, her favourite TV series, and nothing was allowed to interrupt her.
         

         So tonight was the night! It seemed like fate, but for a while it looked like fate had changed its mind. It turned out that Dad had been feeling a bit hot and snuffly all day and Mam was worried it was the Hong Kong flu virus that was just taking a grip around the country. But after tea, Dad said not to be stupid, it was just a sniffle that a couple of pints of John Smith’s and a whisky chaser would soon sort. So off he went down the pub, and not long after I went up to bed without any of my usual arguments and lay there till I heard the swelling introductory music of Mam’s programme.
         

         It was Part Two of The Hound of the Baskervilles, I recall, and I was confident there was no way she’d move till it was finished. I had at least an hour.
         

         I slipped out of bed. I didn’t bother to get dressed. I was wearing track suit pyjamas and it was a warm autumn night, so warm in fact I was perspiring slightly and the thought of putting on more clothes was unpleasant. I tiptoed downstairs, carrying the torch I kept for reading under the bedclothes. The TV was going full belt, and I moved into the kitchen, plucked Dad’s church keys from the hook by the back door and headed out into the night.

         Our door into the churchyard was locked but I knew by touch alone which key I needed here.

         As I passed through, I paused for a moment. The graveyard looked different in the dark, and the bulk of the church silhouetted against the stars seemed to have assumed cathedral-like proportions. But I switched on my torch and advanced till I spotted the comforting outline of Rocky, my broken-nosed angel keeping guard over David Oscar Winstanley, the virtuous old postman. The long grass beneath my bare feet was pleasantly cool, the balmy air caressed my skin, and I felt sure somehow that Rocky would be keeping an eye on me too.
         

         The door to the crypt was in a corner of the church’s broad entrance porch. I thought I might have to unlock the church door itself as, ever since the theft of some items of silver a couple of years earlier, the building had been firmly locked at dusk. Tonight, however, the door was open. I didn’t consider the implications of this, just took it in my superhero mode as a demonstration that things were running my way.

         Now all I had to do was find the right key for the crypt door.

         It proved surprisingly easy. Close up, I saw it wasn’t the ancient worm-eaten oak door I’d expected but a new door, stained to fit in with the rest of the porch, and instead of a large old-fashioned keyhole there was a modern mortice lock.
         

         That made the selection of the right key very easy and the door swung open with well-oiled ease and not the slightest suspicion of a horror-film screech.

         Now, however, the thin beam of my torch revealed that the bit about the steep and decaying steps hadn’t been exaggerated. They plunged down almost vertically into the darkness where the naughty people lay.

         Suddenly I felt less like a superhero and more like an eight-year-old boy who got scared watching Dr Who with his mam!
         

         It felt a lot colder in the church porch and there seemed to be a draught of still colder air coming up from the crypt that made my sweat-soaked pyjamas feel clammy. I could smell damp earth – that was an odour I was very familiar with from hanging around the Clems while they were digging a grave. But what wasn’t there, which I’d half expected, was any of that decaying meat smell I’d once got a whiff of as Young Clem’s spade drove into an unexpected coffin.

         Far from reassuring me, this only roused a fear that maybe the naughty people didn’t decay like the ordinary good people, but somehow got preserved like the salted hams that hung in Granny Longbottom’s kitchen. Maybe they even retained a bit of life!

         In fact to my young mind, already well acquainted through the school playground with notions of zombies and vampires, it seemed very likely that the new door and its mortice lock hadn’t been put there to keep the inquisitive public out, but to keep the still active naughty people in!

         I could have shut the door and retreated and gone home to bed, and no one would ever have known of my cowardice. Except me, of course.

         Daft, wasn’t it? Just to prove to myself I wasn’t scared, I began to descend that crumbling sandstone staircase. And all the time my teeth were chattering so hard I could hardly breathe!

         What did I expect to find? Bodies hanging upside down from the ceiling? Coffins stacked six or seven deep? Heaps of bones? I don’t know.

         And I didn’t know whether to be disappointed or relieved when all that the beam of my torch picked out was … emptiness! Except, that is, for seven or eight pillars of steel rising from metal plates set on the packed earth floor to give them firm grounding, and with metal beams running between them at ceiling level to support the sagging church floor.
         

         And that was it. It dawned on me that Old Clem had been having me on again, like he did with looking for the rubber spade! I should have known. Making a fool of people is what passes for a joke in Yorkshire. I felt really stupid! Also despite the chilly air down here, I felt very hot. I pulled off my pyjama top to cool down and used it to wipe off the streams of perspiration running down my face and body.

         Suddenly I was desperate to be back in my bed and I turned to go.

         Then I heard a noise.

         And all my fears came rushing back full pelt!

         It was a relief to realize the noise was coming from outside the crypt, not inside.

         Someone was at the top of the stairs.

         I clicked my torch off and stood in the dark.

         A voice demanded harshly, “Who’s down there?”

         I almost answered but the thought of the trouble I’d be in at home – sneaking out after I’d gone to bed and stealing Dad’s keys to get into the crypt – kept me quiet. Also, as I say, all my old fears were boiling up again. Maybe this was one of the wicked zombies returning from a stroll round the graveyard! I found myself praying to Rocky who’d never been beaten to come and help me!

         Then a bigger fear erupted to push out all the others. Suppose whoever it was pulled the door shut behind him as he went away and left me locked in the crypt all night!

         So I stuttered, “It’s me,” and began to move forward.

         Then I stopped blinded as a powerful torch beam hit me right in the eyes.

         I heard footsteps on the stairs and a voice I now recognized said, “Tommy! What on earth are you doing here?”

         It was Father Stamp! I was so relieved I rushed forward up the steep steps and flung myself around him and hugged him close with my arms and legs. His arms went around my back and I felt his large strong hands cool against my hot skin. My track suit bottom was always a bit loose, and I think it had slipped down but I didn’t care, I was just so relieved to be safe! I wanted to explain what I’d been doing but when I tried to speak, it came out as sobs, and he lifted me up and held me so close, I could hardly get my breath, and I tried to push myself free.
         

         My memory of what happened after that is vague and confused. It was like my head was full of colours all forming weird shapes, constantly flying apart and changing into something else. And my body didn’t feel as if it belonged to me, it was like a girl’s rag doll that can be twisted into any shape you want, and I knew I would have fallen away or maybe even flown away if Father Stamp’s strong hands hadn’t been grasping my weak and nerveless flesh.

         And then – I don’t think I heard anything and I certainly didn’t see anything – but I knew there was someone – or something – else on the steps. I just had time to think that maybe Rocky had answered my earlier call when there was an explosion of noise and violent movement, and something crashed into Father Stamp and together we went tumbling down the steep steps.

         That was pretty well the end for me. I must have hit the crypt floor with such a bang that all of the breath and most of the consciousness was knocked out of my body. I had a sense of being embraced again but not in the strong muscular way that Father Stamp had embraced me. Maybe, I thought, this was Rocky. Then I was raised by strong arms and carried up the steps, and my lolling head gave me a view down into the crypt lit by a moving light that I think must have come from Father Stamp’s torch, rolling around where he’d dropped it as we went tumbling down together.
         

         Finally I was outside in the balmy night air and the sky was full of stars and I didn’t remember anything else for sure till the moment when I opened my eyes and found myself back in my own bedroom with sunlight streaming through the window.

         Four days had passed, four days that I’d spent being very sick, and sweating buckets, and tossing and turning with such violence that Mam sometimes had to hold me down. The doctor said I’d had a particularly extreme dose of Hong Kong flu, not just me but Dad too. He’d come back from the pub in almost as bad a state as me. How I got back to my bed, I don’t know. I had some vague notion that Rocky had carried me there. My waking mind was awash with fantastic images of my visit to the crypt and these turned into really terrible nightmares when I sank into sleep, so no wonder I was tossing and turning so violently. I were poorly for nearly a fortnight, much worse than Dad who was up and about again after a week. And it was another two weeks after I first got out of bed before I really started getting back to something like normal.
         

         By this time my memories and my nightmares had become so confused I found it impossible to tell the difference between them. Looming large in all of them was Father Stamp. Remembering how Mam always sang his praises as a visitor of the sick, I lived in fear of seeing him by my bedside. Finally, when Mam didn’t mention him, I did.

         “Father Stamp’s gone,” she said shortly.

         “Gone where?” I said.

         “How should I know? Just gone. Not a trace,” she said. “Now are you going to take that medicine or do I have to pour it down you?”

         I couldn’t blame her for being short. Luckily for me and Dad, she’d somehow managed to remain untouched by the flu bug, but she must have been worked off her feet for the past few weeks taking care of the pair of us.

         Also she’d had time to get used to Father Stamp’s disappearance. When I was up and about again, I found out he’d been gone a long time. Exactly when no one was certain. It wasn’t till he didn’t turn up for old Mr Parkin’s funeral on the Wednesday after my adventure in the crypt that folk started to get worried. He wasn’t married and he lived alone in the vicarage, looked after by a local woman who came in every morning to clean the house and take care of his meals. That week she’d been down with the flu too, so there was a lot of vagueness about who’d actually seen him last and when.

         Should I say something? Best not, I decided. When you’re a kid, you learn it’s usually a mistake to volunteer information that might get you in bother! Also once I started sharing my memory-nightmare of that night, it would be hard to stop till I got to the bit where I was carried home by a marble angel with a broken nose, and I knew that sounded really loopy!
         

         Yet for some reason that was the bit of my memories that I clung on to hardest. Maybe, by clinging to what had to be fantasy, I was shutting out what might be reality. Anyway, soon as I felt well enough, I went back into the graveyard to say thank you to Rocky.

         Young Clem spotted me and came over for a chat.

         “All right, Tommy?” he said, lighting the inevitable fag.

         “Yes thanks,” I said.

         “Me and Dad were dead worried about you,” he said. “Hong Kong flu it was, right?”

         I really didn’t want to talk about it, but I didn’t want to offend Young Clem, especially not after Mam told me he’d called round nearly every day to ask after me when I was ill.

         “That’s right,” I said. “Hong Kong flu.”

         “Aye, it can be right nasty that. My Auntie Mary had it, just about sent her doolally, thought she were the Queen Mother for a bit, we have a grand laugh with her about that now she’s right again. Owt like that happen to you, Tommy?”

         “Just some bad dreams,” I said.

         “But you’re all right now?”

         “Yes, thank you.”

         “Grand!” he said, stubbing out his cigarette on Rocky’s knee. “Everyone has bad dreams. Thing is not to let them bother you when you wake up. See you around, Tommy.”

         “Yes, Clem, see you around.”

         Father Stamp’s disappearance was old news now. It seemed one of the papers had dug up some stuff about him having trouble with his nerves when he was a curate down south, and his bishop moving him north for his health. So most folk reckoned he’d had what they called a nervous breakdown and he’d turn up some day. But he never did.

         After a while St Cyprian’s got a replacement. He was nowhere near as High as Father Stamp, he wanted everyone to call him Jimmy, and he had all kinds of newfangled ideas. Dad and him didn’t get on, and pretty soon there was a big falling out that ended with us leaving Rose Cottage and going to live with Granny Longbottom in Murton till Dad got taken on at Rowntree’s chocolate factory and we found a place right on the edge of York.
         

         So Mam got her wish and I was brought up breathing good fresh air, and eating a lot of chocolate, and enjoying the sight and smell of trees and grass with never a gravestone in sight. In fact, after leaving St Cyprian’s, Mam seemed to lose all interest in religion, and as I grew up I don’t think I saw the inside of a church again, unless you count a visit to the Minster on a school trip. I’d only been inside a few minutes when I started to feel the whole place crowding in on me and I were glad to get out into the air. After that I didn’t bother.

         That was forty-odd years ago. I still live with my mam. Lot of folk think that’s weird. Let them think. All I know is I never felt the need to get close to anyone else. I never went courting. I did try being naughty with a girl from time to time, and it were all right, I suppose, but I could never get really interested and I don’t think they liked it that much, so in the end I stopped bothering.

         Maybe I should have moved out. I know Dad thought I should. I brought it up one night after he’d gone out to the pub. Mam was sitting in front of the TV, busily knitting away as she always did. That click-click-clicking of the needles is such a familiar accompaniment that it sounds strange if ever I watch a programme without it! She smiled up at me when I broached the subject of moving out and said, “This is your home, son. You’ll always be welcome here.”
         

         Next year, Dad got diagnosed with cancer. After that I think he was glad I was still around to help take some of the strain off Mam. She was the best nurse he could have asked for and she kept him at home far longer than many women would have done. But three years later he was dead, and since then the thought of leaving has never crossed my mind.

         As for Father Stamp and St Cyprian’s, they never got mentioned at home, not even while Dad were still living. Was that good or bad? There’s a lot of folk say everything should be brought out in the open. Well, each to his own. I know what worked for me. That’s not to say I never wondered how different my life might have been if the events of that October night hadn’t occurred. We’re all what our childhood makes us, the kid is father to the man, isn’t that what they say?
         

         Though I doubt if many people looking at a picture of me back then could see much connection between little Tommy Cresswell at eight and this fifty-year-old, a bit shabby, a bit broken down, unmarried, living at home with his widowed mam.

         There is, though, maybe one traceable link between that kid in the graveyard and this middle-aged man.

         I’m a postman.

         How much that can be tracked back to David Oscar Winstanley and Rocky, the broken-nosed angel, I don’t know. I certainly don’t aspire to anything like his memorial, either in form or in words. In fact I’ve lowered my sights considerably from the fantasies of my boyhood. He looked after his mam, and bothered nobody would do me. I suppose I could rate as a loyal servant to the Post Office, if loyalty means doing your job efficiently. But if it entails devoting yourself wholeheartedly to your employer, then I don’t qualify. I never had any ambition to rise up the career ladder. Delivering the mail’s been enough for me.
         

         Then the other day, my first on a new round, I knocked on a door to deliver a parcel, and when the door opened I found myself looking at Old Clem.

         Except of course it was Young Clem forty-odd years on.

         “Bugger me,” he said when I introduced myself. “Tommy Cresswell! Come on in and have a beer.”

         “More than my job’s worth, Clem,” I said. “But I’ll have a cup of tea.”

         Sitting in his kitchen, he filled me in on his life. He’d worked most of his life for the Bradford Parks and Gardens Service (though they call it something fancier nowadays), he’d been a widower for five years, and he’d recently retired because of his health. No need for details here. Most of his sentences were punctuated with a racking cough which didn’t stop him from getting through three or four fags as we talked.
         

         “Me daughter and her two kiddies live here in York,” he said. “She wanted me to move in with them but I knew that ’ud never do. But I wanted to be a bit handier so I got myself this place. How about you, Tommy? You married?”

         “Who’d have me?” I said, making a joke out of it. Then I told him about Dad dying and me living with Mam. And all the time he was sort of studying me through a cloud of smoke in a way that made me feel uneasy. So in the end I looked at my watch and said I ought to be getting on before folk started wondering what had happened to their mail.

         But as I started to rise from my chair, he reached over the table and grasped my wrist and said, “Afore you go, Tommy …” – here he broke off to cough – “… or mebbe I mean, afore I go, there’s something we need to talk …”

         I should just have left. I knew what he was going to tell me, and it had been a long time since Rocky was a barrier against the truth. But I stopped and listened and let him give form and flesh to what for so long I’d been desperate to pretend was nowt but an echo of one of my Hong Kong flu nightmares.

         That night as usual I cleared up after supper and washed the dishes. Mam says it’s no job for a man but she’s been having a lot of trouble with her knees lately. There’s been some talk of a replacement but she says she can’t be bothered with that. So I do all I can to make life easy for her. Most nights after we’ve eaten, we sit together in front of the telly and I’ll maybe watch a football match while she gets on with her knitting. Like I say, doesn’t matter how noisy the crowd is at the game, if that click-click-clicking of her needles stops, I look round to see what she’s doing.

         Tonight when I came in from the kitchen with a mug of coffee for me and cup of tea for her, she was knitting as usual but I didn’t switch the set on.

         I said, “Met an old friend today, Mam. Remember Young Clem? Him and his dad used to dig the graves at St Cyprian’s? Well, he’s living in York now. So he can be close to his daughter and grandkids.”
         

         “Young Clem?” she said. “So he has grandchildren? That’s nice. Grandchildren are nice.”

         “Aye,” I said. “Sorry I never gave you any, Mam.”

         “Maybe you didn’t, but I never lost you, Tommy, and that’s just as important,” she said, her needles clicking away. “So what was the crack with Young Clem then?”

         She looked at me brightly. Sometimes these days she could be a bit vague about things; others, like now, she was as bright as a button.

         I sipped my coffee slowly while my mind tried to come to terms with what Young Clem had told me.

         My problem had nothing to do with his powers of expression for he’d spoken in blunt Yorkshire terms.

         
             

         

         He’d said, “I’d taken this lass into graveyard, for a bang, tha knows, and we’d just done when I saw this figure moving between the headstones. I nigh on shit meself till I made out it were your mam. She didn’t spot me, but something about the look of her weren’t right, so I told my lass to shove off down the pub and I’d catch up with her there. Well, she weren’t best pleased but I didn’t wait to argue, I went after your mam, and I caught up with her by the church door. She jumped a mile when I spoke to her, then she asked if I’d seen you. Seems she’d been watching the telly and all of a sudden something made her get up and go upstairs. When she found you weren’t in bed, she went out into the yard and saw the back gate into the graveyard standing open and she went through it to look for you.

         “I could tell what a state she were in – she’d nowt on her feet but a pair of fluffy slippers and she were still carrying her knitting with her – so I tried to calm her down, saying that likely you were just larking about with some of your mates. But she’d spotted that the church door were ajar, and nowt would satisfy her but that we went inside to take a look.

         “Well, we didn’t get past the porch. There was a noise like someone sobbing and a bit of a light and it were coming up from the crypt. That was when I recalled what Dad had said to you when you asked where we put the naughty people. I’d told him he shouldn’t joke about such things with you as you were only a lad, but I never thought you’d take it serious enough to do owt like this.
         

         “I told your mam I’d go first as the steps were bad, and that’s what I did, but she were right behind me and she saw clearly enough what I saw down below.

         “That mucky bastard Stamp were all over you. He’d just about got you bollock naked. I knew straight off what were going on. I’d been there myself, except I was a couple of years older and a lot tougher and more streetwise than you. When he started his tricks on me, I belted him in the belly and I told him I were going to report him, and I would have done, only I weren’t sure anyone would believe me. They’d already marked my card as a bit of a wild boy at school plus I’d been done for shoplifting by the cops. So I said nowt, but when they started talking about giving Dad the boot because of his back, I stood in front of Stamp and I let him know that the day Dad got his papers was the day he’d find himself in the papers. I’d been keeping an eye on him when I saw him getting interested in you, and I thought he’d got the message. But there’s no changing them bastards!
         

         “Now I were on him in a flash. He must have thought God had hit him with a thunderbolt, and that were no more than he deserved. The pair of you went tumbling down the steps. His torch went flying but it were one of them rubber ones and it didn’t break. He was lying on his back, not moving. You were just about out of it. Your mam gathered you up and it was only then I reckon that it fully hit her what the bastard had been at. She put you into my arms and told me to take you up the steps.

         “I said, ‘What about you missus?’ but she didn’t answer, so I set off back up to the porch with you in my arms. Do you not remember any of this, Tommy? Nay, I see you do.”

         
             

         

         And he was right. I was remembering it now when Mam brought me back to our living room by saying impatiently. “Come on, Tommy. Cat got your tongue? I asked what you and Young Clem found to talk about?”
         

         “Oh, nothing much,” I said. “I told him about Dad, and he told me that Old Clem had passed on too, about ten years back, heart, it was. And we chatted about the old days at Cyprian’s, that’s all.”

         “Well, I’m sorry to hear about Old Clem, though he was a bit of a devil,” said Mam. “Remember that time he had you looking everywhere for his rubber spade? I gave him a piece of my mind for that!”

         A pity you hadn’t been around to give him a piece of your mind when he told me about the crypt, I thought. Maybe life could have been very different for me. Maybe I’d be sitting by my own fireside now with my own family around me. I thought of Young Clem, moving house so he could be handier for his grandchildren. He was clearly made of stronger stuff than me. He dealt with the crises in life by looking them straight in the face and getting on with the life not the crisis. He certainly gave no indication he blamed Old Clem and his daft lie for what happened to me in the crypt. It was just another Yorkshire joke, like sending a kid to look for a rubber spade!

         Any road, the way it turned out, it wasn’t strictly speaking a lie any more. Old Clem had told me that the crypt was where they put the naughty people. And the crypt of St Cyprian’s was where Young Clem had buried Father Stamp’s body.

         It must have taken him a couple of hours or more to dig a grave in that hard-packed earth. I wonder how long the poor lass he’d sent off to the pub waited for him? Maybe she’d forgiven him, maybe she was even the one who’d become his wife. I should have asked.

         But the question that bothered me was, just how naughty had Father Stamp really been? That he had problems was clear. That he’d been foolish enough to grope Young Clem I didn’t doubt.

         But it wasn’t his fault that I’d flung myself almost naked into his arms. And it had been me who’d been desperate to cling on to him, at least to start with. For all I know his intention was simply to carry me out of the crypt and take me home. However it had looked to Young Clem and my mam, there’d been no time for him to actually do anything.
         

         No, it wasn’t a memory of childhood sexual abuse that had dictated the pattern of my life. It was quite another memory, one that I’d only been able to bear because I could pretend to myself that it might after all just be the product of a sick child’s fevered imagination.

         My half hour listening to Young Clem had removed that fragile barrier for ever.

         I don’t know how long Mam and me have before us living like this. Granny Longbottom lasted into her nineties so there could be a good few years yet.

         There it is then. Night after night, month after month, year after year, I’m going to be sitting here in this room, still able to hear the click-click-clicking of her knitting no matter how loud the telly.

         And every time I glance across at her to share a smile, I’m going to see her as I saw her from Clem’s arms in the fitful light of the torch rolling around the crypt floor, I’m going to see her kneeling astride the recumbent body of Father Stamp with those same click-click-clicking needles raised high, one in either hand, before she drives them down with all the strength of a mother’s love, a mother’s hate, into his despairing, uncomprehending and vainly pleading eyes.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            A BULLET FOR BAUSER
 
            Jay Stringer



         
 
         “IS THAT—?”
         

         “Yes.”

         “For real?”

         “Yes.”

         “Fuuuuuck.”

         “Uh huh.”

         Bauser looked at the cold steel in his hand. Funny, he thought it would be heavier. He’d always thought holding a gun would be like holding a cannon, a real sign that you had some fucking strength in you.

         He’d held an air pistol once, at his best mate Dex’s house after school. He’d shot Dex in the balls and he’d walked with a limp for six months. Thing was, that air pistol was pretty much the same weight as this gun. It was a disappointment to say the least.

         His little brother Marcus was staring at the gun as if it was the greatest thing he’d ever seen. Bauser had never heard Marcus swear before. He cuffed him round the ear proudly.

         “Listen to you, swearing like Granny.”

         “I’m a man now, just like you.”

         Bauser laughed. Marcus was only a week past twelve years old. Which put him two weeks past the eighth anniversary of their daddy walking out. Stood there in second-hand pyjamas, a faded Power Ranger on the belly, and swearing with pride.

         “Is that right? When you going to start working for a living, then?”

         Marcus smiled and pulled a face. When he was younger, that had been the face he pulled if he didn’t like the food he was given. Now it just made do for any time he wanted to be funny.
         

         “Working’s for looooosers.” Marcus stretched it out in a high whine. “I aye never seen granny working, and she’s always got money for magazines and shit.”

         “Shit? You’re really getting the hang of these words. You been watching my DVDs?”

         Marcus rolled his eyes.

         “Nah. I get the words from school, man. I only watch your DVDs if I want to see boobies.” He paused while his big brother gave him a high five. “But one thing? What’s a clit?”

         Bauser blushed and looked at the floor. Then at the wall. Then at everything else in the room other than his brother.

         “I, uh, I dunno.”

         “Nobody ever seems to know.” Marcus shook his head. Then his eyes fell to the gun again and his face lit up once more. “Why you got a gun, Eric?”

         Bauser tucked the gun into the waistline of his jeans at the small of his back. He usually wore them a size up, but he needed the waistband to be tight today so he’d worn an old pair. He flinched when his brother used his first name.

         “Cuz today’s a big day for me.” He checked himself out in the mirror to make sure the gun was concealed. “I’m getting promoted.”

         
            * * *

         

         He stopped in the kitchen to kiss his mum on the cheek before going out.

         She was stirring a pot while trying to stop something under the grill from turning to charcoal. From the living room Bauser’s granny was shouting in a running commentary in her Caribbean lilt. Bauser and his mum shared a laugh at the old woman’s rantings.

         “Where you off to?”

         “Doing overtime at work. They say they’re gonna teach me to drive the forklift.”
 
          His mum smiled at him with a sad tilt to her mouth. She didn’t call him a liar. She didn’t need to.
         

         “You’ll stay for breakfast first though?”

         “Nah, can’t. I’ll be late if I don’t get off now. I’ll get a pot noodle or something, don’t worry about it.”

         “I saw Dex at the supermarket last night, he was asking about you. You don’t spend any time with him any more?”

         “Nah, he’s with a bad lot. Gotta keep my head in the work, you know?”

         Dex was working at the warehouse that Bauser was pretending to work at. He was on the straight and boring, and Bauser had new friends now.

         “Mwah.” His mum kissed him on the forehead and waited until he returned the sentiment on her cheek, then turned back to her cooking.

         “Don’t work too hard, Eric,” she said.

         “Mum, don’t go calling me that. That’s his name, I don’t want it.”
         

         Bauser had almost made it through the living room before his granny caught him. She was settled in her usual armchair, directly in front of the telly and below a photograph of her husband. She rose out of her chair in a mass of flailing arms and legs, making a funny squealing noise at the thought of not getting a kiss. He gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek, and then made it out the door before any more family members appeared to molest him.

         
            * * *

         

         On the tram ride into town, he could feel the lump against his back. A sweat was trickling down there, sticking between the metal and his skin. This never seemed to be a problem in the films. Not once had he seen a character pull out a concealed weapon and then have to wipe the sweat off before using it.

         The conductor was someone he knew from school. Tony or Timmy, something like that. One of those faceless kids he used to steal lunch money off. Look at him now in his cheap blue blazer, tie buttoned up as if he was proud of it. Faceless Timmy saw Bauser but left him alone. The schoolyard never left some people. It would have been a free journey if some old lady hadn’t taken offence at the idea and pointed Bauser out to the conductor again.
         

         He wanted to say, Oi, bitch, I got a gun. Shut the fuck up. He wanted to say a lot, but words had never been his thing. And after today, he wouldn’t need them. He wouldn’t be riding the tram to work, he’d get picked up any time he wanted.
         

         After today, if he needed bullets for the gun, he’d be able to get them. The Mann brothers would let him have all the ammunition he needed.

         The tram station in the city centre was in front of the police station. Bauser caught a thrill. His spine tingled and his shoulders felt a hundred feet wide as he stood and looked up at the front door. For the first time, he started to feel a little bit of weight in the metal he was carrying.

         
            * * *

         

         Two men frisked Bauser at the door before letting him into the restaurant.

         Later on it would be full of drunken football fans and students, but right now it was playing host to a board meeting. The tables in the middle of the room had been pushed to one side, clearing a space for them all to stand. The stereo was already playing the generic Indian music that would fill the room later on. Bauser suppressed a smile.
         

         They were all there. Both Mann brothers, Gav and Channy. They had to be there to give their approval. Teek and Marvin, the guys who called the shots on the streets. Pepsi and Letisha, the two team leaders who had recommended Bauser. They all greeted him with smiles when he walked in, handshakes and backslaps, a hug from Latisha. The talking seemed to have already been done.

         “So you ready to step up?” Channy Mann looked Bauser up and down as he spoke. “You think you’re ready to run a team?”
 
          “Hell yeah.”
         

         His confidence was only about fifty per cent bravado. The rest was naivety. But the Mann brothers seemed to like his answer. Channy continued.

         “How long have you been with us now?”

         “Four years.”

         “Started young.”

         “He aye never missed a count.” Marv spoke up. “Never called in sick. Kept his mouth shut when the police pulled him.”

         “Yeah.” Gav smiled and looked Bauser up and down as if he was sizing up a pitbull. “I think you are. You’re bursting for it.”

         Bauser nodded, hoping he looked cool and relaxed but his heart was breaking out of his chest.

         “This means, you get arrested? We’ll get you bail and a good lawyer. You don’t have to carry that on your own. You need to go anywhere? You get a man to drive you. You need anything? They can fetch it for you.”

         Bauser was liking this. It sounded like being a king.

         “But, and we tell you this now, you’re the man we come to. One of your boys fucks up? You carry that. You put your fingers in the till? Marv and Teek here will fuck you up.”

         “Totally, man. I’d never do you guys like that.”

         Channy nodded his head toward the door at the back of the room. Letisha tapped Bauser on the shoulder and motioned for him to follow and she and Pepsi headed over to the door. It led to the kitchen at the back of the building. It was spotless and smelled of cleaning fluids. Aside from a ratty old sofa against the wall, it was the very model of a well-run kitchen. Letisha and Pepsi slouched down into the sofa, but Bauser stayed on his feet.

         “They’re talking about me, right?”

         “Yup.”

         “They like me though, right? I mean, they wouldn’t have me here if they wasn’t going to give me the job, right?”

         Letisha shrugged and Pepsi started replying to a text message on his phone.

         “What if they change their minds?”

         Pepsi didn’t take his eyes off the phone. “Probably kill you.”
         

         They let Bauser hang there for a moment feeling his heart stop until they started laughing. Letisha stuck out her hand and Pepsi slapped it. Bauser kicked them both in the shins.

         The laughter stopped when Marv stepped into the kitchen and shut the door again after him. He was a quiet man and stillness seemed to settle in around him wherever he was.

         “There’s a problem.” He said it in a low voice, and the room seemed to suck in around his words and drain the air away.

         “Wha—?”

         He pulled a gun out from the folds of his hoodie. It was Bauser’s gun, the one that had been taken off him at the door.

         “Did you get this from Sukhi?”

         “Nah, some guy in West Brom.”

         “Let me tell you, it worries us. Kids come into this wanting to play gangsta? They don’t last very long. What made you get a gun?”

         “I thought that was how it worked. I seen Pepsi carries a gun and, you know, I thought that all you team leaders did?”

         Marv stared off into space for a moment, lining things up in his mind. Then he nodded and smiled down at the gun.

         “I trust you, son. That’s why we’re promoting you.” Bauser’s face lit up and he was about to speak but Marv continued. “But a gun? That’s something else. This aye Birmingham. Bullets are expensive, man. You only carry if we say so, and you’re not there yet.”

         He turned the gun over in his hand.

         “Nice. Sweaty though. You nervous today, huh?”

         Bauser shrugged.

         “It’s OK, you can admit it. We’re all nervous the first time. To be honest, it’s always there, just a little bit. You put it behind your back, right? Don’t do that. You got a hoodie?”

         Bauser nodded. He had lots of hoodies. He’d always liked them, and when the men on TV started saying hoodies were evil, he’d liked them even more.

         “Cool. Wear ones with big pockets, like mine. You can carry a gun in front of you and it don’t have to get wet. Or in your hood, unless there’s police around. A good trick? Carry it in your sleeve a couple of times, let people see it. Then always keep your right hand covered by your sleeve and people will think you’ve always got it.” He held up a bullet and slipped it into the cartridge. “I want you to prove yourself before you carry, and that’s going to take time. But let’s see if you’ve got what it takes.”
         

         He turned in the direction of the kitchen door and pushed through. Bauser followed. The Mann brothers had left, and in the centre of the room was a man tied to a chair. He was doing his best to shout, but the sock that they’d forced down his throat meant it was coming out as a choking sound.

         He was old and tired, and his face was swollen from a beating. Through the swelling, though, Bauser could still recognize him.

         He was the face from pictures on his mum’s dressing table, and half-remembered trips to the cinema and McDonald’s. He was a name on a birthday card every few years. His name was Eric, and he was Bauser’s father. Marv handed him the gun.

         “Your old man here’s been running up a tab that he never intended to pay. We was going to let you talk him round, but this is a better way. All yours.”

         Marv went and stood by the kitchen door. Bauser felt his gut turn and try to climb its way out through his ass. His feet were made of lead. The gun in his hand felt real now, it was a serious fucking cannon. He looked down at it, at the way it shone in the dim light, and at how the outside world fell away when he stared at the metal.

         His father’s eyes were wide as golf balls, bloodshot and terrified. He was shaking his head and the choking sounds now sounded pleading rather than angry. As the gun came into view, he twisted and toppled the chair, and began trying to wriggle his way to the front door. It was a pathetic sight, and he didn’t have the energy to move too far. Bauser just stood and watched for a moment, waiting until the old man gave up before he knelt and pressed the gun against his temple. The smell of warm piss filled the room, followed by one last whimper.
         

         This felt fucking amazing.
         

         Bauser’s finger tightened against the trigger and he closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them and looked back down, he noticed just how much his father resembled Marcus.
         

         “Fuck you,” he said into the old man’s ear.

         He got to his feet and walked over to stand with his boss.

         “Why didn’t you shoot him?” Marvin said.

         “Like you said, bullets are expensive.”
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         IF EYES WERE knives she’d have cut me stone dead. Instead she gave me that look and then spat. I hate passing the bus shelter. But I have to pass it by because I can’t wait for a bus there any more.
         

         They took the shoe off of the roof of the shelter, but they still haven’t mended the crazy crack where Jamie’s board hit the safety plastic. It was a drenching night, that night, so when the Law arrived they say there was hardly any blood left. It gurgled away down the gutter as fast as it spilled out of Jamie’s body and there’s not even a stain left. Poor ginger lamb.

         That’s what I’d tell the woman with the eyes – poor ginger lamb. He was red-headed, plump, gay, and that night he was carrying a new skateboard. If she was even talking to me she’d tell me he was a sweet kid who never did anyone any harm. And she’d say he had “his whole life ahead of him”. That’s what they always say: “Whole life ahead …”

         What’s a whole life? Is my life without my son a whole life? Is it a whole life when I can’t use the nearest bus stop? My life, minus my kid and a bus stop; my life minus respect, my reputation, two of my three jobs and all my friends, isn’t a whole life, is it? It’s a life full of holes.

         Jamie’s whole life ran red – from his eyes, mouth, ears, nose and groin. It ran away from him down a storm drain never to return. And Ben came home and said, “Can you wash my shirt, Mum? A kid had a nosebleed and it went all over me.” It was his school uniform so I stuffed his clothes into the washing machine and he had a hot bath because he was shivering from the rain and cold. I left him alone to do his homework with half a pizza in the oven and some chocolate pud in the fridge. His whole life was ahead of him. Then I went to the Saracen’s Head to serve drinks to drunks.
         

         You see, I thought I was a good mother. I washed Ben’s clothes and I left a hot supper for him – I didn’t just bung him a couple of quid and expect him to go back out into the rain for a takeaway.

         The Law said, “Your son comes in covered in a murdered boy’s blood and all you do is wash his clothes? You must’ve known something was up. We could charge you as an accessory.”

         Mary Sharp didn’t wash her twins’ shirts. The Law found their clothes in a soggy tangle under the bunk beds. Roseen Hardesty didn’t even come home that night. Rocky Hardesty tried to wash his own uniform but the machine was bust. He ate his beans cold, straight from the can, and stayed up till five in the morning playing computer games.

         There wasn’t even a speck on Jamal’s clothes. I think cleanness is part of Jamal’s mum’s religion, but I don’t really know because her English won’t stand up to an ordinary conversation.

         Me? I was home by half past midnight. I asked Ben if he’d done his homework and he said, “Yes – why do you always go on at me?”

         I told him to go to bed and I transferred his clothes from the washer to the dryer because he’d forgotten. Then I tidied the kitchen and was in bed by a quarter past one myself. I was tired and I had to be up and out at six-thirty to clean three offices by nine.

         That’s when I saw the police tape at the bus shelter. The one purple and white trainer was still on the roof. At that point no one knew it was Jamie’s. So I still thought I had my whole life ahead of me, whereas I’d already lost it hours ago. So had Ben, although most folk round here would say he didn’t lose it, he chucked it all away and got what he deserved.

         “What happened here?” the bus driver asked when I got on.

         “Search me,” I said. “Kids?”

         “Someone got knifed,” a woman said. She works part time. I see her on the bus three mornings out of five.

         “Not round here,” I said. “They’re good kids round here.”

         “I heard it on local radio,” she said. And we all turned to look at the crazy crack on the plastic shelter as the bus pulled away.
         

         Later, this same woman went round telling everyone that I was playing the innocent but she knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that I was lying. Do doubts have shadows? I think they must do. My whole life has been about doubts and shadows ever since.

         That morning I went straight from the office block to Moby’s Café where I worked during the day. I did the food preparation, waitressing and cleaning up.

         Mr Moby was there when the school rang to say that Ben was with the Law. He looked daggers at me because I wasn’t supposed to take personal calls while I was at work.

         “It’s a mistake,” I kept saying. “Ben’s never been in any trouble.” But I had to go to the police station to find out what was wrong and Mr Moby said he’d dock my wages. He’d been on my case since that time I slapped his face in the mop cupboard.

         On the other hand he spoke up for me to the Law. He said I was a hard worker and as far as he knew I was honest. But he also told them I wasn’t very bright. Then he fired me because of the boycott the Friends of Jamie Cooke people organized.

         The Friends made Kath and Ed Majors at the Saracen’s Head fire me too. But Pauline Greenberg said I could go on cleaning offices because I wasn’t working with members of the public. She said nobody cared who cleaned for them as long as they didn’t have to see me. She also gave me more hours on the nightshift, so I can keep up with the rent.

         I remember Pauline from school. She was a couple of years older than me but she was famous for beating up two boys and Roseen Hardesty when they called her dad a dirty Jew. She did well for herself. She employs twenty women – but never Roseen Hardesty.

         She likes us to be on time so I walked quickly through the estate to Kennington Road to catch the number 3. There was no one at the bus stop but me and a gang of screaming urban seagulls. They’d torn a rubbish bag open and made a mess of the pavement. At first I thought they were fighting over a chicken carcass, but then I saw they were plucking the eyes out of a dead pigeon and stabbing their cruel beaks into its throat and breast. Seagulls have such clean white heads. Their beaks are a beautiful fresh yellow. You wouldn’t think, would you, that something so clean and fresh lived on city garbage and carrion.
         

         I just waited for my bus and minded my own business. I didn’t try to shoo the gulls away because they never take a blind bit of notice, and, truth to tell, I’m a little bit scared of them. They eat, fight and shriek, and if anyone gets in their way they attack – a bit like …

         I didn’t know Ben was in a gang. I just thought he had mates. He’d known the Sharp twins and Rocky since they were in Juniors together. When it all came out, he told me he’d only joined to stop the others picking on him. Jamal said the same thing too. The Law believed Jamal because Jamal’s mum forced him to talk. But they didn’t believe Ben. They took away his mobile phone and said they could prove that the gang members had been talking to each other non-stop all night.

         But Ben is quite small; he hasn’t had his growth spurt like the others. His skin is still fresh and peachy without spots and open pores. His voice hasn’t broken, but he tucks his chin in and talks as low in his throat as he can. I think he was telling the truth – maybe the bigger kids would have picked on him for being not manly enough. The Law said that was probably why he wanted to prove himself and that’s why he turned on Jamie.

         But how can such a beautiful boy do ugly things to a poor gay ginger lamb? He can’t, I know he can’t. He’s too innocent to be guilty.

         He’s sensitive. He cried when his dad forgot his thirteenth birthday and didn’t even send him a card from Hull or wherever he and his new family are living now. I can’t believe a boy who cried about his own father would do anything so cruel to Jamie Cooke. But the Law never saw him cry so they said he was guilty and “showed no remorse”.
         

         A white van pulled up to the bus stop and a man leant over to open the passenger door. It was Ron Tidey who lives on the estate. He drank regularly at the Saracen’s Head, and he drank a lot. But he said, “I saw you waiting all by yourself. Hop in. I’ll give you a ride to work.”
         

         I don’t much like Ron Tidey but I got in because no one had spoken to me for weeks.

         He said, “I don’t care what they’re all saying. It isn’t your fault. It’d be even more unnatural if a mother didn’t stand up for her boy.”

         “He didn’t do it, Ron,” I said, feeling suddenly so tired I could’ve lain down then and there and slept for a hundred years. The cab was warm and smoky.

         “You aren’t doing yourself any favours, Cherry. You should just shut up about it and keep your head down.”

         “I am doing,” I said. “I’m always shut up ’cos there’s no one to talk to.”

         “Tell you what, Cherry, why don’t you and me go out for a drink later? Somewhere no one knows you. It’ll take you out of yourself. You’re still a young woman, more or less, and you got your whole life …”

         “Don’t say it, Ron,” I interrupted. But I agreed to meet him. I was that lonely.

         I suppose you could say that loneliness was always my downfall. Ben’s father wasn’t much of a catch. But I did get Ben out of it, and I thought, if I had a baby, there’d always be someone for me to love who’d love me back. But I suppose just loving a child isn’t a whole love. I wasn’t living a whole life, according to Roseen Hardesty. “Get yourself a man,” she said. “At least, get yourself a shag. A grown woman can’t go without for long, Cherry, or she’ll turn sour and grow rust on it.”

         “Use it or lose it,” Mary Sharp agreed.

         “Mary Sharp’s in no danger of losing it,” Roseen said later. “Her problem might be overuse.”

         “Meow!” I said, because I wasn’t taking anything they had to say seriously. They both had new boyfriends every week as far as I could see, while their kids had holes in their shoes. Yes, I was a bit snooty back then. Now, when we meet sometimes outside the Young Offenders Unit on visiting days, we hardly exchange a word.

         Tomorrow they’re moving Ben to some place in darkest Wales and I don’t have a car. I can still send him sweets and toothpaste but I won’t hardly see him, train fares costing what they do.
         

         “Cheer up,” said Ron Tidey later that night at the Elephant and Castle. “Have another voddy and talk about something else. You’re like a broken record.”

         So I had some more vodka and then some more after that, and at about midnight when we were in the back of Ron’s van and I couldn’t find my underwear Ron said, “There, you’re more relaxed now, ain’t ya? Don’t never say Ron Tidey can’t show a lonely woman a bit of sympathy.” He was busy spraying himself with deodorant and chewing peppermints so’s his wife wouldn’t rumble him.

         I felt like crying, but I didn’t because Ron has a van and if he thinks I’m a miserable cow he won’t want to see me again or maybe even give me a lift up to Wales.

         Also, last time I did anything like this I got Ben. Maybe I’ll get a whole other life out of Ron, and if I do maybe this time it’ll be a girl. They say girls are better company than boys. I hope it’s a girl.
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