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  Lesley Glaister and The Murder Room




  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the

  emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters

  of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which

  have been out of print for decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally

  ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Chapter One




  Olive sprawls upon the floor, for she suffers with her back, watched by Arthur, watching the tea-time news. It makes less and less sense these days. The confusion that fogs her

  brain has floated outwards from her, permeating the world; and it is reported back, on the BBC, at six o’clock and at nine o’clock.




  People are fleeing and boundaries dissolving; people are missing and people are starving. People are popping in and out of orbit in model spaceships. There is danger in the food, danger in the

  water, danger even in the air, it seems.




  ‘Need a pee,’ says Olive. Arthur heaves his old bones off the giant leather chair where he perches, and stretches out his arm to Olive, who weighs seventeen stone to his seven.




  ‘One of these days I won’t manage this, me duck,’ he gasps. Olive almost pulls him to the floor, grunting and heaving. She is beautiful to lie upon. Her thighs are as thick and

  solid as the arms of the old chair, her bottom the full seat’s width, her belly an endless concertina of soft folds. But now she wobbles precariously upright, and Arthur collapses back into

  his chair.




  Olive goes out to the yard. They have a bathroom upstairs but she only tackles the stairs at bedtime, and is just as happy in the outside lav. Kropotkin, the spaniel, nuzzles round her ankles as

  she lets her bloomers fall.




  ‘Good lad,’ she says. ‘Good old Potkins.’ Kropotkin lives in the outside lav since he cannot be trusted indoors. Indoors, with Olive and Arthur, lives Mao the bald cat.

  He was hit by a bicycle years ago and his fur fell out in a flurry of indignation and never grew back. He is an odd-looking beast and he needs pampering, for he feels the cold. At night, given half

  the chance, he snuggles into bed between Olive and Arthur, for all the world like an ancient, skinny baby.




  When she’s finished, Olive stands in the garden looking at the lights of the city spread out below her, glittering and fizzing under a stony moon. It is a mild night and the air is faintly

  orange, stained with street lamps and the tang of autumn smoke. This is the view that Olive has had for almost all of her eighty years. She grew up in this house, left only briefly, and returned

  after her mother’s death. It became her own house then, bequeathed to her: Olive who didn’t hold with private property, who never meant to stay. It was expedient, however, with the war

  approaching. She had to live somewhere, and there had to be somewhere for Arthur’s return. But Olive never meant to stay, would never have believed, as a girl, that she’d end where

  she’d begun, with this same view spread out below her.




  There is a noise. Kropotkin holds up his head, suddenly alert, and yaps. Olive stiffens. Someone is coming up the passage. She shuffles to the high wooden gate, unlatches it, and peers round its

  edge. She gives a little frightened moan.




  It is a band of devils, crackling and black. They carry lamps, lamps that swing. One of them swings round and she sees a burning grin, a devil’s grin. They are banging at the door. Olive

  closes the gate and leans herself back against it. Her heart is pattering deep in her chest and she struggles to catch her breath.




  She hears Arthur open the door. She hears unearthly cackles and she hears the devil’s voice. ‘Miaow,’ it says, but it is never a cat, it is a devil, masquerading.

  ‘Trickortreat,’ moan the voices and the devil/cat calls out again.




  ‘Clear off,’ says brave Arthur, and then she hears him gasp and shout, ‘Clear off, hooligans!’ and the door bangs, and there is the crackle and mirth of the creatures

  moving away.




  Olive cannot move. She is stranded against the gate by her own weight. Kropotkin lies flat with his nose under the gap at the bottom of the gate, snuffling and straining for a chase. Olive needs

  Arthur. What has happened to Arthur? What have they done to him?




  And then the back door opens. ‘Ollie? All right, me duck?’ he calls.




  ‘Artie,’ she croaks. ‘I’m here.’




  He comes outside, jerky in his carpet slippers. ‘What are you doing there, you daft ha’p’orth?’ He holds his arm out to her. ‘Get out of road, Potkins, old fella.

  Look what young hooligans did!’ His pullover is covered in white stuff. ‘Shaving foam,’ he says and brushes it off.




  ‘Whatever is happening, Artie?’ Olive says.




  ‘Just kids,’ he says, ‘just kids playing havoc. It’s Hallowe’en, Ollie. It were kids from next door I think. Recognised little fat un. Now then, you come in and

  I’ll make you your tea.’




  ‘Lock Potkins up safe, won’t you Artie?’ she says. ‘We don’t want him frightened.’




  Arthur urges Potkins back into his basket. ‘All right, all right,’ he murmurs, rubbing Kropotkin’s long curly ears. ‘Good dog.’




  Arthur and Olive go back inside. Arthur remains in the kitchen filling the kettle and making toast. Olive returns to the front room. She stands huge in the window, her hands on her hips, her

  legs planted wide apart, intimidating anyone who dares to glance inside the lighted room as they pass. Evil is abroad are words that play in her mind, and whether it is really devils, or

  whether it is only kids with shaving foam and fancy dress, it makes very little difference.




  ‘Be sure and lock that door, Artie,’ she calls, and struggles back to the floor.




   




  ‘Forewarned is forearmed,’ says Nell to Jim. Nell listens to local radio and she knows all about Hallowe’en, all about the yobs who come round and kick old

  women’s teeth in if they don’t get their fiver. She sits in her bedroom on an upright chair, the same chair she sat in, not a year ago, watching herself become a widow in the

  dressing-table mirror, beside the deathbed of the stoical Jim. Her knees are locked together and her ears are on stalks.




  She has switched off the downstairs lights and locked the doors and windows and sealed the letterbox with Sellotape. Upstairs the curtains are thick, and she risks a little lamp. She has the

  Daily Mail crossword on her knee and a pencil between her fingers but she cannot concentrate.




  ‘What if Rodney knocks?’ niggles Jim.




  ‘He won’t, not tonight.’




  ‘But if he does, Nell? You can’t leave our son locked out in the dark.’




  ‘He’s a grown man.’




  ‘Still our son.’




  ‘A grown man.’




  ‘Nell!’




  But Nell has done the thing she only does when pressed. The thing she could never do to Jim when he was a flesh-and-blood man and not just a 4" × 3" photograph in a

  frame: she flips him over onto his front to shut him up.




  ‘Sorry, love,’ she says and touches the back of the frame with her fingertips, ‘but I’m anxious enough tonight without you wittering on.’




  Widowhood suits Nell down to the ground. She has her pension and her house to clean and then there is Rodney who has returned, lately, to her life and who comes and goes. She’s lived in

  this terrace all her married life — fifty years — and the neighbourhood has changed for the worst, and society has changed for the worst, but at least she has her home. At least she has

  her faculties.




  And someone is banging on the door. Nell sits bolt-upright, listening. It’s as bad as Christmas, hiding from the carol singers. Nobody could expect an old lady to open the door to

  strangers – but what if they break the window? There is another knock. What if it is Rodney? Perhaps it was better when he was safely locked away. She hears a faint, odd sound, like a cat.

  No. It is not a cat. It is somebody pretending to be a cat. This is it then. These are the trick-or-treaters. She sits cold and still as stone. She does not breathe. In her mind are towering youths

  in black leather and chains and they brandish flaming torches and cudgels. There is one more knock, and then silence.




  She waits, straining her ears for sound of them round the back. But no. It is quiet. They have gone. She is able to breathe now, and she stands up, walks around in order to get her circulation

  going. Later, she decides, she’ll risk creeping downstairs for a cup of tea.




  This morning she spoke for the first time to the new woman next door. She has three children and is bulging with a fourth. There is a husband, or a man anyway – they just don’t

  bother these days – but Nell has only glimpsed him once. The alleycat sort, no doubt, the sort that prowls. And she looks no better than she ought to. The sluttish type, the type that

  doesn’t know when to stop. Like someone else. Nell purses her lips. She stands Jim up. ‘A shady past,’ she whispers. ‘You’re lucky you went when you did. You never

  could have stood it, the things that go on in this street nowadays.’




  Jim will not answer. He is sulking.




  ‘And where she puts all those children I don’t know.’ Nell laughs, catches sight of her face in the mirror, gaunt and gay. ‘I saw that Olive the other day, Jim, through

  the window. Stands there bold as brass: light on, curtains open. Oh but she’s fat, Jim, senile I shouldn’t wonder. And that Arthur! He’s out at all hours with that mangy dog. Oh

  he’s saddled good and proper now, principles or no principles.’




  ‘He only did what he believed to be right,’ sighs Jim.




  ‘But neglecting king and country, Jim, skulking on some muddy farm while you were defending our country!’




  ‘It was a long time ago. Shouldn’t you make your peace?’ Jim’s voice is tentative. Behind him the sky is blue. The snap was taken before his short illness, one day when

  she went to the allotment with him and took a picnic lunch. It had been a beautiful summer day, his birthday. They’d had cold meat-and-potato pie, and tomatoes still warm from the sun, and a

  flask of tea, and he’d said it was grand. He was the photographer really. There are albums and albums of his pictures downstairs. But she took the camera from him on that occasion and snapped

  him, on his birthday, in his element. The corner of the shed is in the picture. Happy days. Jim was never more content than on allotment days. He might have been an educated man, he might have

  spent his days in the dry and papery bank, but he loved the soil. He dug and raked and sowed and hoed and passed the time of day with other gardeners, or else he sat in his shed on a canvas chair

  and puffed at his pipe.




  ‘I’ve never had any really good veg since you went, Jim,’ says Nell suddenly, with unusual sentimentality. ‘But I’m sure your lovely plot will have gone to the dogs

  now, like everything else.’




   




  ‘No,’ says Wolfe, clutching Buffy’s arm. ‘Not here. We mustn’t here.’




  ‘Don’t be stupid,’ says Buffy. ‘Get off.’




  ‘If you’re scared,’ Bobby says, ‘then go home to Mum.’




  Wolfe knows better than to persist. He doesn’t know why he wanted to come now. It sounded fun, trick-or-treating, and Buffy and Bobby thought they’d get lots of money and lots of

  sweets. But it is horrible. Some people won’t open the door. Some people get angry and send them away. And it is scary too, in the dark street. And in his cat costume, Wolfe is cold.




  ‘How much have you got?’ asks Bobby.




  ‘Only 50p,’ Buffy says. ‘Richard Barnes said he got five quid last year, and loads of chocolate.’




  ‘Bleeding liar,’ Bobby mutters.




  Wolfe has only got a packet of crisps. This is a big house a long way from the road. It has rows of windows, dark and empty, but there is a light on in the hall. It feels dangerous to Wolfe,

  away from the lighted road between the trees.




  ‘Don’t,’ he begs as Buffy lifts the heavy knocker.




  ‘Oh shut up,’ Buffy says, and the knocking echoes in the house. It is all quiet and Wolfe begins to feel relieved, and then there is the sound of a door opening deep in the house,

  and the sound of shuffling footsteps.




  ‘Miaow then!’ hisses Buffy.




  ‘Miaow,’ he says half-heartedly. He is fed up with being a cat. He wants to be a boy again.




  The door opens. A man is there, a tall sickly man in a dressing-gown and slippers. He stands against the light so that they cannot see his face, just the tatty halo of his hair. When he speaks,

  his voice is old and greasy. ‘Well,’ he says slowly, ‘what have we here?’




  ‘Trickortreat,’ say Bobby and Buffy. Buffy kicks Wolfe’s ankle.




  ‘Miaow!’ he cries.




  ‘Delightful,’ the man says, rubbing his hands together. ‘Trick or treat, now what shall it be?’




  ‘Trickortreat,’ they all repeat together.




  ‘Would you like to come inside?’ says the man, ‘and we’ll see what we can find?’




  ‘No thanks,’ says Buffy, reaching for Wolfe’s hand. ‘It doesn’t matter. Sorry to have disturbed you.’ They start to back away.




  ‘Oh shame,’ calls the man after them. ‘Won’t you reconsider? I’ve got such a lovely treat for you . . .’ They turn away, but not before he has flicked his

  dressing-gown aside.




  ‘Dirty old bugger!’ shouts Bobby. ‘Pervert!’ And they pelt away, laughing fearfully. They run all the way to their own street, Buffy dragging Wolfe who keeps on treading

  on his tail.




  ‘Told you we shouldn’t . . .’ pants Wolfe eventually, when they’ve stopped and are leaning against their own front wall, catching their breath.




  ‘Shut your face,’ says Bobby.




  ‘I’ve lost my crisps!’ wails Wolfe.




  ‘Shall we tell Mum about the man?’ asks Buffy.




  ‘No,’ Bobby says, ‘She’d only worry. She’d probably call the police or something stupid. That would be really embarrassing.’




  ‘We’d better go down the chippie then,’ says Buffy. ‘My lantern’s gone out, has yours? I’m leaving it here.’ They all leave their pumpkins on the wall

  and trail off dispiritedly down the hill to the chip shop. Wolfe’s tights sag at the back so that a little semicircle of bottom shows above the droop of his tail.




   




  ‘Oh, switch it off,’ says Olive. It is a load of rubbish these days, a load of drivel. Arthur switches off the television and the room is loud with silence.

  ‘That’s better,’ Olive says. ‘Can’t bear it sometimes, Artie, the way it goes on and on, one thing after another, no time to think. Is it my age, Artie? Or is it my

  nerves?’




  Arthur bends over and brushes her hair with his lips. ‘It’s discrimination,’ he decides. ‘You’re a discriminating woman. You’re the lass I met fifty-odd years

  back. A lass with a mind of her own.’




  Olive snorts. ‘A mind of my own. Don’t know about that. Don’t know what’s up with me, lately. Getting dull. Can’t string two thoughts together any more. And I never

  was stupid, was I?’




  ‘You never were. Maybe you’re tired.’




  ‘But I never do anything! What shall I do? What did I ever do?’




  ‘Come on, now . . .’




  ‘Remember the games, Artie, how we used to play games? Silly games, word games?’




  ‘Aye, I remember. What were that daft one? Word associations or somat.’




  ‘That’s it! Let’s play. Let me see if I can still play.’




  Arthur hesitates. ‘I don’t know . . .’




  ‘Oh go on Artie, you start.’ Olive looks expectantly at him and he grins.




  ‘Oh all right. Er . . . let me think. Earth.’




  ‘Sun.’




  ‘Sky.’




  ‘That’s it!’




  ‘Go on then. Sky.’




  ‘Cloud.’




  ‘Good. Rain.’




  ‘Spain.’




  Arthur looks perplexed.




  ‘You know, Artie. What is it? The rain in Spain rains mainly on the –’




  ‘Plain.’




  ‘Plane. Er . . . sky.’




  ‘Had it.’




  ‘Have we, Artie? All right. Tree?’




  ‘Green.’




  ‘Leaves.’




  ‘Cabbage.’




  ‘Food.’




  ‘Drink.’ Olive’s eyes slide vaguely away.




  ‘Good,’ says Arthur. ‘See, you can do it. You can still play.’




  ‘Drink,’ insists Olive. ‘Go on Artie, pour me a drink.’




  ‘You know what the doctor said.’




  ‘Oh bugger the doctor.’




  ‘All right. Just a drop then.’ Arthur is incapable of denying Olive anything. He takes two misty gold-ringed glasses from the cupboard and pours a drop of brandy into each.




  ‘I was beautiful once, wasn’t I Artie? In those days I was,’ Olive pleads suddenly. She fills the floor in front of the gas fire. Her colourless hair is an orange

  cloud, stained by its glow. One of her cheeks is baked pink in its heat. Her breasts are massive under her woollen jumper. On her feet are big man’s slippers and baggy socks.




  ‘You were, me duck.’




  ‘More beautiful than her.’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘The new woman next door. I saw you looking, Artie. The one with all the children.’




  ‘Olive! And you were beautiful.’




  ‘I had my chances, you know. Could’ve had anyone. Anyone. My waist was twenty-two inches, you know, Arthur, and the men used to look at me. They all wanted me, like that,

  they all wanted me. I used to tease them, you know Artie, on the ward.’




  ‘I bet they didn’t know what’d hit them, a nurse like you!’




  ‘But I was a good nurse. I’d give them the eye though . . . speed up recovery, or just cheer the poor buggers up. I could’ve had any one of them.’




  ‘I know that, Ollie. I know how lucky I was.’




  Olive swallows her brandy and subsides. Arthur fetches her tin of sweets. ‘Here we are,’ he says, and places them beside her on the floor. The room fills with the crackling of paper

  and the sound of her chewing and sucking the sticky caramels against her teeth.




  She drifts back to the years before the war. Amongst those years are days that are as glossy in her memory as the photographs in an expensive book. Half her time then was taken up with work and

  the rest with cycling across the city to attend meetings, so that there was hardly the time left to sleep. Those were the days when sleep seemed a nuisance, a waste of crucial time, for that was

  the time before the danger of Hitler was widely realised, when Arthur and his kind laboured to make people wake up to the threat of another world war. Those were the days when she was the most

  alive, when she was the most engaged with the world: the days of her life that mattered.




  ‘Allotment tomorrow if weather’s right,’ Arthur says. ‘Might get broad beans in. Might lift first parsnips. Best if they’re frosted but we could have some with our

  Sunday dinner.’




  ‘And what will I do?’ asks Olive in a caramel splutter.




  ‘You can rest, Ollie, or go for walk. Doctor said you should make effort. Get out in air.’




  ‘Maybe I’ll take Potty,’ Olive says. ‘Yes, I will. I’ll wear my cherry hat and I’ll take Potkins for a walk.’




   




  The house is warm when the children get back and they sit at the kitchen table eating their chips with greasy fingers. Petra leans over Bobby’s shoulder and takes one.

  ‘Mum!’ he complains.




  Petra’s face is white. Wolfe holds out his biggest chip to her. She looks tired and fat with the new baby stretching her jumper out of shape.




  ‘Well?’ she says. ‘Tell me how you got on. Was it good? Did you have fun? Did anyone actually give you anything?’




  ‘It was all right,’ says Buffy with her mouth full.




  Petra takes Wolfe’s chip and smiles at him. ‘Did you get anything Wolfie?’ Wolfe shakes his head. ‘What’s the matter?’ She can always tell. She can see inside

  him and always tell when he is sad. ‘It was all right, wasn’t it? No one was horrible to you? Oh I knew I shouldn’t have let you go.’




  ‘It was all right,’ says Bobby. Buffy looks warningly at Wolfe, but he won’t say anything anyway. He tries not to say things to Petra that will worry her more.




  ‘It was all right, Mum,’ he says. Poor Petra. She was all right when they were at the Longhouse. They were quite happy then, all of them. Wolfe aches with homesickness when he

  remembers the warm crowdedness of it and he thinks that Petra does too. They were all settled until she had to go and fall in love with Tom and start another baby, and move them all up North to be

  with him. But Tom hasn’t been around much lately, and Petra has always got red eyes and she is always sniffling.




  In the Longhouse there was always someone to talk to when you were worried, but here there is no one.




  ‘It will be good living in a little house,’ Petra had told them. ‘Just think, our own kitchen, our own decisions – no more meetings! No more rotas!’ But even then,

  even before they left, Wolfe thought that her voice sounded wavery, as if she wasn’t really sure.




  At first it had been fun. Wolfe loves his own room where he can shut the door and no one steals his socks or borrows his books without asking him. But that is the only thing that is

  better. He misses the huge garden and the chickens and the big black stove where you can dry your gloves and warm your bum. He misses his friends. And when the baby comes, when it is big enough to

  sleep away from Petra it will sleep with him. So it won’t be just his room any more.




  Petra doesn’t look like the other children’s mothers at Wolfe’s new school. She wears the wrong sort of clothes. She looks older than them, and she looks younger. She looks

  younger because she doesn’t wear lipstick or stuff round her eyes, and she doesn’t wear high heels to make her walk like a mother; and she looks older because she looks so sad. There

  are grooves ready for tears on her cheeks, and very long grey bits in her trailing hair.




  Wolfe misses his friends at the Longhouse. They never made fun of his name. Nobody likes Wolfe at his new school because he talks funny, but that is all right because he doesn’t like them

  either. They think he’s scruffy and his hair is too long. And they look at his skin in a funny way. And in country dancing nobody will hold his hand because of his eczema. And they

  make fun of his name.




  ‘You can finish my chips, I’m full,’ he says to Petra.




  ‘Lovely,’ says Petra, ‘I’m quite hungry now.’ She squeezes herself onto the edge of his chair.




  ‘Why did you have to go and call me Wolfe?’ he asks suddenly. Petra looks at him, surprised.




  ‘Because you’re so ugly,’ Buffy says, pulling a face at him. ‘We got named after singers, Bobby and me, didn’t we Mum? Because we’re

  stars.’




  Petra ignores her. ‘When you were born you were covered in long hairs,’ she explains. Wolfe grimaces. ‘And it was very strange because just before you were born I’d had

  an amazing dream about a wolf, a very kind and wise wolf that walked about on two legs like a man. I didn’t mean to call you Wolfe, it just sort of happened. I was going to call you that

  until I thought of something else . . . and it just stuck. Anyway, I think it’s quite distinguished. It suits you.’




  ‘It’s a bit embarrassing for him,’ says Buffy.




  ‘No it’s not,’ says Petra.




  ‘It is, isn’t it?’ Buffy arches her eyebrows at Wolfe.




  ‘Sort of,’ he agrees. ‘I do like it, Mum, honest. It’s just that the kids here tease me about it.’




  ‘Oh dear.’ Petra presses her lips together until they go white at the edges, and the dark wriggly lines that Wolfe hates appear on her forehead.




  ‘But it doesn’t matter,’ he insists. ‘Don’t worry.’




  ‘Well,’ Petra sighs and gets up and collects together the greasy chip papers. She screws them into a big ball. ‘I’m afraid if they want to tease you they’ll find

  something. If it’s not your name it’s your teeth or your ears, or something.’




  ‘Or my skin,’ Wolfe whispers.




  ‘Where’s Tom?’ asks Bobby suddenly.




  ‘Out,’ Petra says in her quick voice, the voice that means No more questions. But from the way Bobby and Buffy exchange glances it is clear that they have planned this. Planned to

  find out what’s happening.




  ‘Out where?’ Buffy dares. ‘He’s always out.’




  ‘I haven’t even seen him for days,’ adds Bobby.




  ‘You haven’t split up, have you?’




  Petra throws the paper in the bin and the lid snaps down sharply. ‘Of course not,’ she says, but she does not turn round to look at them. Wolfe can see from the way her back is

  scrunched up that they might have done. That Petra is not sure. ‘I want all that black plastic and all those pumpkin seeds cleared up from the front-room carpet before you go to bed,’

  she says, and she sounds as if she might be going to cry again and Wolfe is cross with Bobby and Buffy. And cross with Tom.




  He sits on his hands to stop himself scratching, pressing them with his legs against the hard chair-edge until they hurt, because the pain is more bearable than the itching. His skin has been

  worse since they’ve been here. It is always worse when he’s unhappy. The backs of his knees and his hands are worst. First the blisters come, terribly itchy like little tight

  seed-pearls, and he has to watch himself all the time to stop scratching, but even if he manages all day he will scratch at night and wake up to find himself bleeding where his nails have raked his

  skin. Bobby and Buffy won’t have his sheets on their beds because of the blood-stains all over them. Poor Petra has tried everything. First he couldn’t have milk or eggs, then

  everything had to be washed in special stuff, and he’s had so many different creams to rub on and none of them very much good . . . He tries to hide it from Petra mostly because it makes her

  so unhappy. It makes her worry. And so he tries not to make a fuss. But it is like a terrible burning, a terrible, teasing, itching burn. And it is ugly. It makes him ugly. No wonder nobody likes

  him here, with his ugly skin and his stupid name.




   




  Olive is dozing on the floor now. She always dozes in the evenings, and Arthur chances switching the television back on with the volume turned right down. There is a comedy on

  about some people who are divorced and their stepchildren. He chuckles obediently along with the studio audience, and is sorry when it’s finished. Evenings are long now that the clocks have

  gone back. He gets restless in the evenings, always restless with nothing much to do.




  At the allotment it will be quiet now, silent, except for the rushing over stones of the dark river below. The earth will be soft and moist on this mild night, fine clean earth, earth that

  Arthur has created over fifty years. The turnips and the parsnips are huddled in the ground, their pale shoulders just showing above the blanket of the earth. Tomorrow he’ll ease some of them

  up, the fat and tapering bodies, cloaked in his earth. And it’s all there, waiting for him. In two days’ time the moon will be full and that means it is the time to sow seeds. He might

  get in a first sowing of broad beans, even peas perhaps for an early crop. He rubs his hands together pleasurably. That’s the beauty of working on the allotment – there’s always

  something to do, something to draw you through the seasons, through the years.




  Olive snorts and jerks. Her teeth have slipped. He helps her sit up. ‘All right, me duck?’ he asks.




  ‘It’s these blessed caramels,’ she replies, sleepily.




  ‘Let’s get you upstairs then.’




  Arthur helps her to her feet and then to the bottom of the stairs. ‘You get yourself up and ready and I’ll bring up your cocoa in a bit,’ Arthur says. He watches her climbing

  the stairs, slowly, pausing on each step for a moment with both feet, and panting with the effort. The seat of her skirt is stretched out of shape by her huge backside. A memory flickers just for a

  moment, the image of her young bottom bobbing up the stairs. Oh she used to run about starkers, and he loved to see her – big, soft breasts and all the rest of her muscular, tight and

  rippling, buttocks round as stones. Now she blots out the light with her hugeness.




  Half-way up she stops. ‘Arthur!’ she calls, and looks down at him. ‘Arthur, you never got me any tea tonight.’




  ‘I did, Ollie. We had toasted cheese. We had a nice bit of toasted cheese and an Eccles cake.’




  ‘Oh . . . oh did we?’ Olive continues her climb. Arthur watches her bulky back for a moment more, shaking his head, and then he goes out to give Kropotkin a last turn around the

  block. It will be half an hour before she’s ready for her cocoa.




  





  Chapter Two




  Olive hollows the mattress in a great snoring scoop and Arthur has to strain not to be engulfed. A grey wash illuminates the room and all its contents. He lies for a moment

  looking at the scraps of their lives pinned upon the walls and arranged on the mantelpiece of the old cast-iron fireplace, and on the window-sill. There are pamphlets, and newspaper cuttings,

  reports of an anti-Fascist rally that they had helped to organise. That was what brought them together, the common enemy. They had marched before the danger was widely realised, they had marched

  full of determination, and in the curling clippings they march still. In one of the photographs, the young Olive, faded now but still vital, waves her arm angrily. Her hair is flying out and her

  mouth is open in a shout. She had such red lips then, such black black hair. Beside her there is her mother’s splashy painting of Mount Etna erupting. And there are fiddly things –

  presents, china bits of this and that, artificial flowers, things she never really cared about, things he’s been the one to dust over the years.




  Mount Etna glows now as the light catches the glass and Arthur clambers up out of Olive’s warmth and out of bed. He sleeps in old yellowish long johns and a long-sleeved vest and,

  shivering, he piles his other clothes on top. He wears his favourite trousers since he’s off to the allotment – dark brown corduroy, furrowed like the earth. He puts his hand into the

  pocket and feels the godstone there. It is a white glassy pebble, smooth and faintly warm to the touch. The stone has been his for well-nigh fifty years. He remembers the first time he held it in

  his palm, warm and precious as an egg, comforting, fitting the hollow of his hand as if it had been moulded there. ‘That’s a precious stone,’ his mate, Bill, had said. ‘Not

  money-precious, nothing so common as that.’ Bill is dead now, long, long dead. But the stone is warm in Arthur’s hand. ‘That must be passed on,’ Bill had said, ‘and I

  think you’re the one to have it. To keep it safe, until you’re done with it.’ They had been standing together on the dense fertile earth with the first tips of green all around

  them, and the sky a flapping sheet, and the wind had blown tears into Bill’s eyes before he turned away. With the stone, Bill passed on to Arthur the beginnings of his great knowledge. He

  taught him to test the temperature of the soil with his skin, to judge the character of the seasons, to watch the phases of the moon and to work within her rhythms. Arthur has treasured the

  godstone ever since that day and, whether it has any influence or not, everything Arthur plants grows as if charmed. Arthur has green fingers, he has the secrets Bill taught him, and the wisdom of

  half a century of working with the soil, and even without the godstone his plants would be bound to flourish – but the godstone is Arthur’s talisman and now he holds it in his hand for

  just a moment as he watches the rising, falling form of Olive beneath the bedclothes. He finishes dressing, scoops Chairman Mao from the bed, carries him downstairs and puts him outside. Kropotkin

  yaps excitedly from the outhouse and Arthur lets him out, old grizzled dog, wagging and smiling and panting with joy.




  ‘Good dog, good old lad,’ Arthur rubs the curls of his neck and the animal groans with pleasure. Chairman Mao, shivering, slinks under a bush where he does his business and arrives

  back at the door, blue and mottled already although it is not an especially cold morning.




  Arthur breathes deeply. ‘It’s a grand day,’ he declares. ‘I’ll get off early and make the best of it.’ The sky is pearly pale, innocent, but Arthur is aware

  that the ripple of cloud in the west might well mean rain.




  He takes a cup of tea upstairs to Olive. ‘Morning me duck,’ he says. He shakes her shoulder until her snoring shudders and stops and she opens her eyes a fraction. They are bright

  slits like the eyes of a little girl peeping through a mask. ‘All right now?’ he asks, and helps her up, props her with her back against the pillows. She frowns at him. She’s

  never been any good in the mornings, not till she’s had her cup of tea and time to separate herself from the unfathomable depths of her sleep. She goes so much deeper than Arthur, who hovers

  and flickers all night on the line between asleep and awake. He envies Olive her ability to plummet straight through.
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