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  For Sheila




  INTRODUCTION




  For someone who considers himself primarily a novelist, I seem to have written rather a lot of short stories. I have also been very fortunate in that my publishers want to publish them in collection form, which induces a retrospective frame of mind in me as I gather these tales together and prepare them for publication.




  Most of the stories in this collection were written at the request of one editor or another. I know that sounds rather mercenary, and that, in the Romantic view of art, the writer is supposed to work from pure inspiration. But I think of the stories as challenges, and sometimes a challenge can bring out the best in a person, or at least it can bring to the surface something he didn’t know he had, something he hadn’t explored before. And that is very much the case in this collection.




  I’m not going to go into details here about the content or origins of any of these stories. I’m saving that for the after-notes because I don’t want to spoil anything for those readers who, like me, want to know as little as possible about a story or novel they are about to read. I will say, though, that some of these requests for stories opened up new directions for me, took me to places I would not normally have gone, and forced me to dig deep into areas where I might never have ventured left to my own devices.




  In some cases, I simply set off into the dark without even a light to guide my way, moving from one word to the next and letting the story find itself. In others, I thought and fretted about the story for months, shaped it in my mind, despaired over it, scrapped it, started again, and when I was finally driven by the demands of a deadline to put fingers to keyboard, it came out as something different, often something better than I could ever have hoped for.




  I have said before that I find short stories difficult to write, and that is still the case. The discipline is exacting and the amount of space in which I sometimes feel I have to manoeuvre feels quite claustrophobic. The bits I have to leave out would probably make a novel. But the satisfaction level is high. I remember when I used to write mostly poetry, I would sometimes work for weeks trying to get a poem right, especially when I began to value form and structure as much as, if not more than, Romantic self-expression or post-modernist confessional. Everyone who has ever written a poem knows that to make it work you sometimes have to sacrifice your best line or image, and working on a short story is far more akin to that process than is writing a novel, which in some ways is a constant search for more things to put in.




  So here are the stories. I hope you enjoy them. People often ask me whether they should start with the first Inspector Banks novel or with one of the later ones, and I usually answer that it doesn’t matter unless you are the kind of person who has to start at the beginning. The stories are not presented chronologically, and nor did I agonise over their order according to some secret code or system of symbolism known only to me. Please feel free to jump in wherever you wish.




  Peter Robinson,


  Toronto, January 2009




  CORNELIUS JUBB
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  Most of us around these parts had never seen a coloured person until Cornelius Jubb walked into the Nag’s Head one fine April evening in 1943, bold as brass and black as Whitby jet.




  Ernie the landlord asked him whether he had a glass. Glasses being in short supply, most of us brought our own and guarded them with our lives. He shook his head. Ernie’s not a bad sort, though, so he dug out a dusty jam jar from under the bar, rinsed it off and filled it with beer. The young man seemed happy enough with the result; he thanked Ernie and paid. After that, he lit a Lucky Strike and just stood there with that gentle, innocent look in his eyes, a look I came to know so well, and one that stayed with him throughout all that was to happen in the following weeks, for all the world as if he might have been waiting for a bus or something, daydreaming about some faraway sweetheart.




  Now, most of us up here in Leeds are decent enough folk, and I like to think we measure a man by who he is and what he does, not by the colour of his skin. But there’s always an exception, isn’t there? In our case it was Obediah Clough, who happened to be drinking with his cronies in his usual corner, complaining about the meagre cheese ration. Obediah’s too old to go to war again, and I suspect that he also sat out most of the last war at a comfortable hospital in Skegness after sustaining a Blighty. Now, Obediah drills the local Home Guard and helps out with ARP, though air raids have been sporadic here since 1941, to say the least.




  Obediah swaggered up to the young coloured gentleman with that way he has, chest puffed out, baggy trousers held up with a length of cord, and looked him up and down, an exaggerated expression of curiosity on his blotchy red face. His pals sat in the corner sniggering at his performance. The young man ignored them all and carried on drinking and smoking.




  Finally, not used to being ignored for so long, Obediah thrust his face mere inches away from the other’s, which must have been terrible for the poor fellow because Obediah’s breath smells worse than a pub toilet at closing time. Give him his due, though, the lad didn’t flinch.




  ‘What have we got here, then?’ Obediah said, playing it up for his cronies.




  Whether because he recognised the question as rhetorical, or because he simply didn’t know the answer, the young man made no reply.




  ‘What’s your name, then, boy?’ Obediah asked.




  The man put his glass down, smiled and said, ‘My name’s Jubb, sir. Private First Class Cornelius Jubb. I’m very pleased to meet you.’ He held out his hand, but Obediah ignored it.




  ‘Jubb?’ Obediah’s jaw dropped. ‘Jubb? But that’s a Yorkshire name.’




  ‘It’s the name I was given by my parents,’ said the man.




  ‘Tha’s not a Yorkshireman,’ Obediah said, eyes narrowing. ‘Tha’s having me on.’




  ‘No word of a lie,’ said Cornelius Jubb. ‘But you’re right, sir. I’m not a Yorkshireman. I’m from Louisiana.’




  ‘So what’re you doing with a Yorkshire name, then?’




  Cornelius shrugged. ‘Maybe my ancestors came from Yorkshire?’




  Cornelius had a twinkle in his eye, and I could tell that he was joking, but it was a dangerous thing to do with Obediah Clough. He didn’t take well at all to being the butt of anyone’s joke, especially after a few drinks. He glanced towards his friends and gestured for them to approach. ‘Look what we’ve got here, lads, a black Yorkshireman. He must’ve come straight from his shift down t’pit, don’t you think?’




  They laughed nervously and came over.




  ‘And what’s that tha’s got on thy wrist?’ Obediah said, reaching towards some sort of bracelet on the GI’s right wrist. He obviously tried to keep it out of sight, hidden under his sleeve, but it had slipped out. ‘What is tha, lad?’ Obediah went on. ‘A bloody nancy-boy? I’ve got a young lady might appreciate a present like that.’ The young man snatched his arm away before Obediah could grab the bracelet.




  ‘That’s mine, sir,’ he said, ‘and I’d thank you to keep your hands off it.’




  ‘Oh, would you, now? Doesn’t tha know there’s a price for coming and drinking our beer in here with the likes of us?’ Obediah went on. ‘And the price is that there bracelet of thine. Give us it here, boy.’




  Cornelius moved a few inches along the bar. ‘No, sir,’ he said, adopting a defensive stance.




  I could tell that things had gone far enough and that Obediah was about to get physical. With a sigh, I got to my feet and walked over to them, putting my hand gently on Obediah’s shoulder. He didn’t appreciate it, but I’m even bigger than he is, and the last time we tangled he came out with a broken rib and a bloody nose. ‘That’s enough, Obediah,’ I said gently. ‘Let the lad enjoy his drink in peace.’




  Obediah glared at me, but he knew when he was beaten. ‘What’s he think he’s doing, Frank, walking into our pub, bold as you like?’ he muttered, but his heart wasn’t in it.




  ‘It’s a free country, Obediah,’ I said. ‘Or at least, Mr Hitler hadn’t won the war last time I checked.’




  This drew a gentle titter from some of the drinkers, Obediah’s cronies included. You could feel the tension ebb a notch. As I said, we’re a tolerant lot on the whole. Muttering, Obediah went back to his corner and his pals went with him. I stayed at the bar with the newcomer.




  ‘Sorry about that, lad,’ I said. ‘He’s harmless, really.’




  The GI looked at me with those big brown eyes of his and nodded solemnly.




  Now that I was closer, I could see that the object Obediah had referred to was some sort of gold chain with tiny trinkets suspended from it, a very unusual thing for a man to be wearing. ‘What exactly is that?’ I asked, pointing. ‘Just out of curiosity.’




  He brought his arm up so I could see the chain. ‘It’s called a charm bracelet,’ he said. ‘My lucky charm bracelet. I usually try to keep it out of sight.’




  Everything on the chain was a perfect miniature of its original: a silver locket, a gold cross, a grimacing monkey, a kneeling angel, a golden key, a tiny pair of ballet slippers, a tower, a snake, a tiger and a train engine. The craftsmanship was exquisite.




  ‘Where did you get it?’ I asked.




  ‘Fishing,’ Cornelius said.




  ‘Pardon?’




  ‘Fishing. Caught it fishing in the Mississippi, down by the levee, when I was a boy. I decided then and there it would be my lucky charm.’




  ‘It’s a beautiful piece of work,’ I said. I held out my hand. ‘Frank Bascombe. Frank to my friends.’




  He looked at my outstretched hand with suspicion for a moment, then slowly he smiled and reached out his own, the palm as pink as coral, and shook firmly. ‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Bascombe,’ he said. ‘I’m Cornelius Jubb.’




  I smiled. ‘Yes, I heard.’




  He glanced over at Obediah and his cronies, who had lost interest now and become absorbed in a game of dominoes. ‘And I don’t know where the name came from,’ he added.




  I guessed that perhaps some Yorkshire plantation owner had given it to one of Cornelius’s ancestors, or perhaps it was a contraction of a French name such as Joubliet, but it didn’t matter. Jubb he was, in a place where Jubbs belonged. ‘You don’t sound Southern,’ I said, having heard the sort of slow drawl usually associated with Louisiana on the radio once or twice.




  ‘Grew up there,’ Cornelius said. ‘Then I went to college in Massachusetts. Boston.’




  ‘What are you doing here all by yourself?’ I asked. ‘Most American soldiers seem to hang around with their mates, in groups.’




  Cornelius shrugged. ‘I don’t know, really. That’s not for me. I just don’t seem to fit in. They’re all… y’know… fighting, cussing, drinking and chasing girls.’




  ‘You don’t want to chase girls?’




  I could have sworn he blushed. ‘I was brought up to be a decent man, sir,’ he said. ‘I’ll know when the right girl comes along.’ He gestured to the charm bracelet again and smiled. ‘And this is for her,’ he added.




  I could have laughed at the naivety of his statement, but I didn’t. Instead, I offered to buy him another drink. He accepted and offered me a Lucky. That was the beginning of what I like to think of as an implausible friendship, but I have found that war makes the most implausible of things possible.




  You might be wondering by now why I wasn’t at war with the rest of our fine lads. Shirker? Conchie? Not me. I saw enough carnage and breathed in enough gas at Ypres to last me a lifetime, thank you very much, but the fact of the matter is that, like Obediah, I’m too old to be a soldier again. After the first war, I drifted into the police force and finally rose to the rank of detective inspector before leaving to become a teacher. Now all the young men have gone off to fight, of course, they need us old codgers to carry the burden at home, so they called me back as a special constable. Just as I was getting ready to spend my twilight days reading all those books I never read when I was younger – Dickens, Jane Austen, the Brontës, Hardy, Trollope. Ah, well, such is life, and it’s not a bad job, as jobs go. At least I thought so until events conspired to prove me wrong.




  Cornelius, as it turned out, was one of about three hundred coloured persons – or Negroes, as the Yanks called them – in an engineering regiment transferred up from the West Country. During our conversations, mostly in the Nag’s Head, but often later at my little terraced back-to-back over carefully measured tots of whisky, no longer readily available, I learned about hot and humid Louisiana summers, the streets, sounds and smells of New Orleans and the nefarious ways of the colour bar and segregation. I had already heard of problems between white and coloured GIs in other parts of the country. Apparently, the American military command wanted to institute the same sort of colour bar they had at home, but we British didn’t want that. I had also heard rumours that in some towns and villages a sort of unwritten code had grown up, fostered by whispering campaigns, as regards which pubs were to be frequented by Negroes and which by whites.




  I also learned very quickly that Cornelius was a shy and rather lonely young man, but that he was no less interesting or intelligent for that, once you got him talking. His father was a Baptist minister who had wanted his son to go to college and become a schoolteacher, where he might have some positive influence on young men of the future. Though Cornelius had instead followed a natural interest in and flair for the more practical and mechanical aspects of science, he was remarkably well travelled and well read, even if there were great gaps in his education. He had little geography, for example, and knew nothing beyond the rudiments of American history, yet he spoke French fluently – though not with any accent I’d heard before – and he was well versed in English literature. The latter was because of his mother, he told me. Sadly deceased now, she had read children’s stories to him from a very early age and guided him towards the classics when she thought he was old enough.




  Cornelius was homesick, of course, a stranger in a strange land, and he missed his daddy and the streets of his home town. We both had a weakness for modern music, it turned out, and we often managed to find Duke Ellington or Benny Goodman broadcasts on the wireless, even Louis Armstrong if we were lucky, whenever the reception was clear enough. I like to think the music helped him feel a little closer to home.




  All in all, I’d say that Cornelius and I became friends as that spring gave way to summer. Sometimes we discussed currents events – the ‘bouncing bombs’ raid on the Eder and Möhne dams in May, for example, which he tried to explain to me in layman’s terms – without much success, I might add. We even went to the pictures to see Charlie Chaplin in The Great Dictator with a couple of broad-minded Land Girls I knew. That raised more than a few eyebrows, though everything was above board. As far as I could tell, Cornelius stayed true to his word about waiting for the right girl to come along. How he knew that he would be so sure when it happened, I don’t know. But people say I’m married to my job, which is why my wife left me for a travelling salesman, so how would I know about such things?




  One August night, just after the Allies had won the battle for Sicily, the local GIs all got a late pass in honour of General Patton’s role in the victory. After an evening in the Nag’s Head drinking watery beer, Cornelius and I stopped up late, and after he left I was trying to get to sleep, my head spinning a little from a drop too much celebratory whisky, when there came a loud knocking at my door. It was a knocking I wish I had never answered.




  Brimley Park was a thick wedge of green separating the terraces of back-to-backs on the east side and the more genteel semi-detached houses on the west. There was nothing else in the place but a few wooden benches and some swings and a slide for the kiddies. Chestnut trees stood on all three sides, shielding the heart of the park from view. There used to be metal railings, but the Ministry of Works appropriated them for the war effort a couple of years ago, so now you could make your way in between the trees almost anywhere.




  Harry Joseph, who had been dispatched by the beat constable to fetch me, babbled most of the way there and led me through the trees to a patch of grass where PC Nash and a couple of other local men stood guard. Of course, under normal circumstances, this sort of thing would hardly be the province of a special constable, but I had one or two successes in criminal investigations under my belt, and the local force was short staffed.




  It was a sultry night and the whisky only made me sweat more than usual. I hoped the others couldn’t smell it on me. It was late enough to be pitch dark, despite double summer time, and, of course, the blackout was in force. As we approached, though, I did notice about eighteen inches of light showing through an upper window in one of the semis. They’d better be quick and get their curtains down, I thought, or Obediah Clough and his ARP men would be knocking at their door. The fines for blackout violations were quite steep.




  Harry had babbled enough on the way to make me aware that we were approaching a crime scene, though I never did manage to find out exactly what had happened until I got there. PC Nash had his torch out, the light filtered by the regulation double thickness of white tissue paper, and in its diffused milky glow I could see the vague outline of a figure on the grass: a young woman with a Veronica Lake hairstyle. I crouched closer, careful not to touch anything, and saw that it was young Evelyn Fowler. She was lying so still that at first I thought she was dead, but then I noticed her head move slightly towards me and heard her make a little sound, like a sigh or a sob.




  ‘Have you called an ambulance?’ I asked PC Nash.




  ‘Yes, sir,’ he said. ‘They said they’ll be here straight away.’




  ‘Good man.’




  I borrowed Nash’s torch and turned back to Evelyn, whispering some words of comfort about the doctor being on his way. If she heard me, she didn’t acknowledge it. Evelyn wasn’t a bad sort, as I remembered. Around here, the girls were divided into those who didn’t and those who did. Evelyn was one who did, but only the morally rigid and the holier-than-thou crowd held that against her. It was wartime. Nobody knew which way things were going to go, how we would all end up, so many lived life for the moment. Evelyn was one of them. I remembered her laugh, which I had heard once or twice in the Nag’s Head, surprisingly soft and musical. Her eyes might have been spoiled for me by that cynical, challenging look that said, ‘Go on, convince me, persuade me,’ but underneath it all, she was scared and uncertain, like the rest of us.




  There was no mistaking what had happened. Evelyn’s dirndl skirt had been lifted up to her waist and her drawers pulled down around her ankles, legs spread apart at the knees. She was still wearing nylons, no doubt a gift from one of our American brothers, who seemed to have unlimited supplies. Her lace-trimmed blouse was torn at the front and stained with what looked like blood. From what I could see of her face, she had taken quite a beating. I could smell gin on her breath. I looked at her fingernails and thought I saw blood on one of them. It seemed as if she had tried to fight off her attacker. I would have to make sure the doctor preserved any skin he might find under her nails. There was always the possibility that it could be matched to her attacker’s.




  I averted my gaze and sighed, wondering what sad story Evelyn would have to tell us when, or if, she regained consciousness. Men had been fighting a deadly campaign in Sicily, and even now, as we stood around Evelyn in Brimley Park, they were still fighting the Germans and the Japanese all over the world, yet someone, some man, had taken it into his mind to attack a defenceless young woman and steal from her that which, for whatever reason, she wouldn’t give him in the first place. And Evelyn was supposed to be one of those girls who did. It didn’t make sense.




  My knees cracked as I shifted position. I could hear the ambulance approaching through the dark, deserted streets of the city. Just as I was about to stand up, the weak light from the torch glinted on something in the grass, half hidden by Evelyn’s outstretched arm. I reached forward, placed it in my palm and shone the torch on it. What I saw sent a chill down my spine. It was a tiny, perfectly crafted grimacing monkey. The very same one I had seen so many times on Cornelius Jubb’s charm bracelet.




  *




  It was with a heavy heart that I approached the US army base in a light drizzle early the following morning, while Evelyn Fowler fought for consciousness in the infirmary. It was a typical military base, with Nissen huts for the men, storage compounds for munitions and supplies, and the obligatory squad of soldiers marching around the parade ground. Along with all the Jeeps and lorries coming and going, it certainly gave the impression of hectic activity.




  My official police standing got me in to see the CO, a genial enough colonel from Wyoming, called Hank Johnson, who agreed to let me talk to Pfc Jubb, making it clear that he was doing me a big favour. He specified that army personnel must be present and that, should things be taken any farther, the matter was under American jurisdiction, not that of the British. I was well aware of the thorny legal problems the American ‘occupation’, as some called it, gave rise to, and had discovered in the past that there was little or nothing I could do about it. The fact of the matter was that on 4 August 1942, after a great deal of angry debate, the cabinet had put a revolutionary special bill before Parliament which exempted US soldiers over here from being prosecuted in our courts, under our laws.




  The colonel was being both courteous and cautious in allowing me access to Cornelius. The special USA Visiting Forces Act was still a controversial topic, and nobody wanted an outcry in the press, or on the streets. There was a good chance, Colonel Johnson no doubt reasoned, that early collaboration could head that sort of thing off at the pass. It certainly did no harm to placate the local constabulary. I will say, though, that they stopped short of stuffing my pockets with Lucky Strikes and Hershey Bars.




  I agreed to the colonel’s terms and accompanied him to an empty office, bare except for a wooden desk and four uncomfortable hardbacked chairs. After I had waited the length of a cigarette, the colonel came back with Cornelius and another man, whom he introduced as Lieutenant Clawson, a military lawyer. I must confess that I didn’t much like the look of Clawson; he had an arrogant twist to his lips and a cold, merciless look in his eye.




  Cornelius seemed surprised to see me, but he also appeared sheepish and did his best to avoid looking me directly in the eye. Maybe this was because of the scratch on his cheek, though I took his discomfort more as a reflection of his surroundings and hoped to hell it wasn’t an indication of his guilt. After all, we were on his home turf now, where the coloured men had separate barracks from the whites and ate in different canteens. Already I could sense the gulf and the unspoken resentment between Cornelius and the two white Americans. It felt very different from Obediah Clough’s clumsy and childish attempts at bullying; it ran much deeper and was more dangerous.




  ‘Tell me what you did last night, Cornelius,’ I said, the words out of my mouth before I realised what a mistake I had made calling him by his first name. The colonel frowned and Lieutenant Clawson smiled in a particularly nasty way. ‘Pfc Jubb, that is,’ I corrected myself, too late.




  ‘You know what I did,’ said Cornelius.




  The others looked at me, curious. ‘Humour me,’ I said, feeling my mouth become dry.




  ‘We were celebrating the victory in Sicily,’ Cornelius said. ‘We drank some beer in the Nag’s Head and then we went back to your house and drank some whisky.’




  The colonel looked surprised on hearing Cornelius talk, and I guessed he hadn’t heard his voice before. When you were expecting some sort of barely comprehensible rural Louisiana patois, what you got in fact was the more articulate and refined speech of the New Englander, a result of the time Cornelius had spent in the north.




  ‘Were you drunk?’ I asked.




  ‘Maybe. A little. But not so much that I couldn’t find my way home.’




  ‘Which way did you go?’




  ‘The usual way.’




  ‘Through Brimley Park?’




  Cornelius hesitated and caught my eye. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘It’s a good short cut.’




  ‘Did you notice anything there? Anyone?’




  ‘No,’ he said.




  I got that sinking feeling. If I could tell that Cornelius was lying, what would the others think? He certainly wasn’t a natural liar. And why was he lying? I pressed on, and never had my duty felt so much of a burden to me before.




  ‘Did you hear anything?’




  ‘No,’ said Cornelius.




  ‘Do you know a girl by the name of Evelyn Fowler?’




  ‘Can’t say as I do.’




  ‘About five foot three, good-looking girl. Wears nice clothes, makes a lot of them herself, has a Veronica Lake hairstyle.’




  ‘Who doesn’t?’ said Cornelius.




  It was true; there were plenty of Veronica Lake lookalikes walking around in 1943. ‘She’s been in the Nag’s Head a couple of times,’ I added.




  ‘I suppose I might have seen her, then,’ said Cornelius. ‘Why?’




  ‘She was raped and beaten last night in Brimley Park.’




  Now, for the first time, Cornelius really looked me in the eye. ‘And you think I did it?’ he asked.




  I shook my head. ‘I’m only asking if you saw anything. It was around the time you left. And,’ I dropped the grimacing monkey softly on the table, ‘I found this near the scene.’




  Cornelius looked at the charm, then turned up his sleeve and saw the gap in his bracelet. Clawson and the colonel both stared at him gravely, as if they knew they’d got him now and it was just a matter of time. I wasn’t so sure. I thought I knew Cornelius, and the man I knew would no sooner rape and beat Evelyn Fowler than he would sully the memory of his own mother.




  Finally, he shrugged. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I did tell you I walked through the park. It must have dropped off.’




  ‘But you saw and heard nothing?’




  ‘That’s right.’




  ‘Bit of a coincidence, though, isn’t it? The timing and all.’




  ‘Coincidences happen.’




  ‘Where did you get that scratch on your cheek?’ I asked him.




  He put his hand up to it. ‘Don’t know,’ he said. ‘Maybe cut myself shaving.’




  ‘You didn’t have it last night when you left my house.’




  He shrugged again. ‘I shave in the mornings.’




  ‘It doesn’t look like a shaving cut. Are you sure you didn’t get it when you were attacking Evelyn Fowler?’




  He looked at me with disappointment in his eyes and shook his head. ‘You don’t believe that.’




  He was right; I didn’t. ‘Well, what did happen?’ I asked. ‘Help me here.’




  ‘I think that’s about enough for now,’ said Lieutenant Clawson, getting to his feet and pacing the tiny room. ‘We’ll take it over from now on.’




  That was what I had been afraid of. At least with me, Cornelius would get a fair deal, but I wasn’t sure how well his fellow countrymen would treat him. I was the one who had brought the trouble down on him, the one who couldn’t overlook something like the little monkey charm I found at the crime scene, even though I never suspected Cornelius of rape. But these men… how well would he fare with them?




  ‘This girl who was attacked,’ Clawson went on, ‘is she still alive?’




  ‘Evelyn Fowler? Yes,’ I said. ‘She’s unconscious in hospital, but she’s expected to pull through.’




  ‘Then maybe she’ll be able to identify her attacker.’




  I looked at Cornelius and saw the despair in his face.




  I thought I knew why. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Perhaps she will.’




  Within two days, Evelyn Fowler was sitting up and talking in her hospital bed. Before the Americans arrived, I managed to persuade Dr Harris, an old friend, to give me a few minutes alone with her.




  Not surprisingly, she looked dreadful. The Veronica Lake hair hung limp and greasy, framing her heart-shaped face. She was still partially bandaged, mostly around the nose, but the dark bruises stood out in stark contrast to skin as pale as the linen on which she lay. Her eyes had lost that light, cynical, playful look and were filled instead with a new darkness. When she tried to smile at me, I could see that two of her lower front teeth were missing. It must have been a terrible beating.




  ‘Hello, Constable Bascombe,’ she said, her voice oddly lisping and whistling, no doubt because of the missing teeth. ‘I’m sorry, it’s a right mess you see me in.’




  I patted her hand. ‘That’s all right, Evelyn. How are you?’




  ‘Not so bad, I suppose, considering. Apart from my face, that is. And a bit of soreness… you know.’




  I did know.




  ‘He must have been disturbed or something,’ she went on. ‘I suppose I was lucky he didn’t kill me.’ She tried another smile and some of her natural sweetness and playfulness came through.




  ‘Did you see your attacker at all?’ I asked, a lump in my throat.




  ‘Oh, yes,’ she said. ‘I mean, you can’t help it, can you, when a great hulking brute’s on top of you thumping you in the face? I saw him all right.’




  ‘Did you recognise him?’




  Here she paused. ‘Well, it was dark, what with the blackout and all that. But I suppose in a way that’s what made it easier.’




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘The blackout. His face, it just blended right in, didn’t it.’ She lowered her voice to a whisper and turned her head towards me. ‘He was a nigger.’




  ‘Evelyn, that’s not a polite word to use.’




  ‘Well, it wasn’t a polite thing he did to me, was it?’ She pouted. ‘Anyway, Jim, that’s my sweetheart, Jim’s a GI and he says them niggers are good for nothing and they have their way with white women at the drop of a hat. Said they’re hanging them over there for it all the time. They’re not the same as us. Not as intelligent as us. They’re just like big children, really. Or animals. They can’t control themselves. I know what folks thought of me, that I’d go with anybody, but I wouldn’t go with a nigger, not for a hundred pounds. No, sir.’




  ‘Was it someone you recognised?’




  ‘I’d know him if I saw him again.’




  ‘But you’d never seen him before?’




  ‘I didn’t say that. My head still aches. I can’t think clearly.’




  ‘Did you scratch him?’




  ‘I certainly tried hard enough… Funny thing…’




  ‘What is?’




  ‘Well, it’s just a feeling I got, I don’t know, just about when I was passing out, but at one time I could have…’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Well, I could have sworn that there were two of them.’




  Apart from one or two brief consultations with Lieutenant Clawson and another US military lawyer called William Grant, the case was taken out of my hands, and whatever investigation was done was carried out by the US military. It’s a sorry state of affairs indeed when a British policeman has no powers of investigation in his own country.




  Naturally, the Americans were tight lipped, and I could discover nothing from them. Evelyn came out of hospital after a week and soon got back to her old self, and her old ways, though she seemed to be avoiding me. At least, she never came to the Nag’s Head any more, and I got the impression that whenever she saw me approaching in the street she crossed over to the other side. I guessed that perhaps the Americans had found out about our little chat and warned her off. Whatever the reason, they were keeping everything under wraps, and hardly a snippet of information even got out to the papers.




  Of poor Cornelius, I had no news at all. I didn’t see him again until the General Court-Martial at the base. As he sat there, flanked by a guard and his lawyer, he seemed lifeless and mechanical in his movements, and the sparkle had gone from his eyes, though the look of innocence remained. He seemed resigned to whatever fate had in store for him. When he looked at me, it seemed at first as if he didn’t recognise me, then he flashed me a brief smile and turned back to examining his fingernails.




  I had never been to an American GCM before, and I was surprised at how informal it all seemed. Despite the uniforms, there were no wigs in evidence, and the language seemed less weighty and less full of legal jargon than its British equivalent. There were twelve members of the court, all officers, and by law, because this was the trial of a Negro, one of them also had to be coloured. This turned out to be a young first lieutenant, new to command, who seemed nervous and completely intimidated by the other eleven, all of whom had higher ranks and much greater seniority.




  Cornelius pleaded not guilty, and his defence was that he had interrupted the attack and chased off the attacker, whom he had not recognised because of the blackout. When he had realised that a coloured American GI standing alone in a deserted park after nightfall with a raped and beaten white girl would immediately fall under suspicion, he did what any coloured man would do and hurried back to camp.




  Naturally, I was called quite early in the proceedings to present my evidence, much as I would have been in an ordinary court. I described how I had been woken up and led to Brimley Park by Harry Joseph, what I had seen there and what I had found in the grass beside Evelyn Fowler. I was then asked about my relationship with the accused and about how we had spent the evening drinking previous to the attack. The problem was that whenever I tried to expand on Cornelius’s good character, his virtues, and to emphasise that, drunk or sober, he was not the sort of man who could have carried out such a brutal rape, they cut me off. Even Cornelius’s lawyer never really let me get very far. As a policeman, of course, I was used to giving evidence for the prosecution, not for the defence, but this time the limitations galled me.




  Evelyn Fowler was a revelation. In court, she looked a lot more demure than she ever had in the Nag’s Head: no dirndl skirts, bolero dresses or Veronica Lake hairstyles for Evelyn today, only a plain Utility dress and her hair tied loosely behind her neck.




  Lieutenant Clawson proceeded gently at first, as if afraid to stir up her feelings and memories of the events, but I guessed that his apparent sympathy was merely an act for the court. When he got to the point, he made it brutally and efficiently.




  ‘What were you doing in the park that night, Miss Fowler?’ he asked.




  ‘I was walking home from a dance,’ she said. ‘My friends wanted to stay, but I had to get up early for work. It’s a short cut.’




  ‘And what happened?’




  ‘Someone grabbed me and threw me to the ground. He… he punched me and tore my clothing off.’




  ‘And he raped you. Is that correct?’




  Evelyn looked down at the handbag clasped on her knees. ‘Yes,’ she whispered. ‘He raped me.’




  ‘Miss Fowler, do you see the man who raped you and beat you here in this courtroom today?’




  ‘I do,’ she said.




  ‘Can you please point him out to the court?’




  ‘That’s him,’ she said, pointing at Cornelius without a moment’s hesitation. ‘The accused. That’s the man who raped me.’




  ‘You have no doubt?’




  ‘Not a shred,’ said Evelyn, her lips set in a determined line. ‘That’s him.’




  And did Cornelius’s lawyer attack her evidence? Not a bit of it. Did he challenge her character and question how she had arrived at her identification? Not at all. I knew that Evelyn hated and feared coloured people, and that she had been well versed in this by her beau, GI Jim, but did the lawyer ask her about her feelings towards Negroes? No, he didn’t.




  I was willing to bet, for a start, that Evelyn hadn’t picked Cornelius out of a line-up of similar physical types, and that as far as she was concerned one Negro looked very much like another. And Cornelius did have a scratch on his face, after all. I wouldn’t even have been surprised if she had been told in advance that a charm from his bracelet had been found right beside her arm after the attack. She had told me that at one point she had sensed two men. Couldn’t one of them have been Cornelius fighting off her attacker? But neither lawyer asked about that.




  All in all, it was a disappointing affair, one-sided and sloppy in the extreme. I spent the entire time on the edge of my seat biting my tongue. On several occasions I almost spoke out, but knew they would only expel me from the courtroom if I did so. I could only pray for Cornelius now, and I wasn’t much of a believer in prayer.




  After a short recess for lunch, which I spent smoking and trying, unsuccessfully, to gain access to Cornelius’s lawyer, there was little else to be done. Dr Harris gave evidence about Evelyn’s condition after the attack, not forgetting to mention that the small piece of skin found under one of her fingernails was black.




  In the end, it was an easy decision. Pfc Cornelius Jubb admitted to being in Brimley Park on the night in question, around the exact time the attack occurred. It was a particularly brutal attack, and Cornelius and Evelyn, while they may have recognised one another in passing, had no earlier acquaintance, which might have earned the court’s leniency. A charm from a bracelet the accused was known to wear habitually was found at the scene. He had a scratch on his face and she had black skin under her fingernail. His defence – that he had seen a woman in trouble and come to her rescue – was too little, too late. They might as well have added that he was coloured, but they didn’t go that far.




  But when the verdict finally came, it took the breath out of me: Pfc Cornelius Jubb was found guilty of rape and was sentenced to be hanged by the neck until dead.




  That was one little detail I had forgotten, and I cursed myself for it: under US Article of War 92, rape was a crime punishable by life imprisonment or death, which is not the case under British law. They wanted to make an example of Cornelius, so they went for the death penalty, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. In a way, I had got him into this, through my bloody devotion to my job, to duty. I could have hidden the monkey charm. I knew Cornelius wasn’t a rapist, no matter what happened in Brimley Park that night. But no, I had to do the right thing. And the right thing was going to get Cornelius Jubb hanged.




  They let me see Cornelius the night before his execution. He seemed comfortable enough in his tiny cell, and he assured me that he had been well treated. In the dim light of a grille-covered bulb, the small windows covered by blackout curtains, we smoked Luckies and talked for the last time.




  ‘What really happened that night, Cornelius?’ I asked him. ‘You didn’t touch that girl, did you?’




  He said nothing for a moment, just sucked in some smoke and blew it out in a long plume.




  ‘I know you didn’t,’ I went on. ‘Tell me.’




  Finally, he looked at me, the whites of his eyes big and round. ‘It was a good night,’ he said. ‘One of the best. I enjoyed our talk, the whisky. I always enjoyed our talks. You treated me like a human being.’




  I said nothing. I could think of nothing to say.




  ‘It was a fine night outside. Hot and humid. It reminded me a bit of home, I suppose, of Louisiana, and I was walking along thinking about all those years ago when I was a kid fishing off the levee, hooking the bracelet. When I got to the park I heard some sounds, stifled, as if someone was being gagged. It was dark, but I could make out two figures struggling, one on top of the other. I’m not a fool. I knew what was happening. When I got closer I could see that he was… you know, thrusting himself in her and beating her face. I grabbed him and tried to drag him off but it took all my strength. The girl was nearly unconscious by then, but she managed to lash out and give me that scratch. Finally I pulled him loose and he ran off into the night.’ Cornelius shrugged. ‘Then I went back to the base.’




  ‘Did you recognise him?’ I asked.




  For a moment, he didn’t answer, just carried on smoking, that faraway look in his eyes.




  ‘Yes,’ he said finally. ‘I recognised him.’




  ‘Then why the hell didn’t you say so?’




  ‘What would have been the point?’




  ‘The truth, Cornelius, the truth.’




  Cornelius smiled. ‘Frank, my friend. You have the white man’s trust in the truth. It’s not quite the same for me.’




  ‘But surely they would have investigated your claim?’




  ‘Perhaps. But the man who did it is a black man, like me. Only he’s a really bad man. People are scared of him. The morning after it happened, even before you came to see me, he made it clear that he wasn’t going to take the blame, that if I tried to accuse him, everyone in his hut would swear he was back on base when the attack took place.’




  ‘What about the guards on the gate?’




  ‘They can’t tell us apart. Besides, they don’t even pay attention. They just sit in their gatehouse playing cards.’




  ‘So he’s just going to let you die instead of him?’




  Cornelius shrugged. ‘Well, I don’t imagine he’s any too keen on dying himself. Would you be? It doesn’t matter anyway. What happens to him. That’s between him and God.’




  ‘Or the devil.’




  Cornelius looked at me, a hint of the old smile in the turn of his lips. ‘Or the devil. But even if he hadn’t managed to get it all fixed, they wouldn’t have believed me anyway. They’d have simply thought it was another trick, another desperate lie, that the two of us darkies were in it together. They had all the evidence they needed, then I came up with some crazy story about trying to save the girl. What would you think?’




  ‘I know you wouldn’t do what they accused you of.’




  ‘But they don’t know me. To them I’m just another no-good nigger. It’s the sort of thing we do. If I’d given his name, it would have been just be one more nigger trying to lie his way out of his just deserts by pointing the finger at another.’ Cornelius shook his head. ‘No, my friend, there’s no way out for me.’




  He lifted up his sleeve. ‘At least I got my bracelet fixed and they let me have it back,’ he said. ‘No longer evidence, I guess.’ Then he unfastened the clasp and handed it to me. ‘I want you to have it,’ he said. ‘I know I said it was going to be for my girl, but I never did find her. Now I’d like my friend to take it.’




  I looked at the bracelet resting in his palm. I didn’t really want it, not after everything that had happened, but I couldn’t refuse. I picked it up, feeling an odd sort of tingle in my fingers as I did so, and thanked him for it.




  That was the last time I saw Cornelius Jubb. The morning they hanged him, I walked and walked the length and breadth of the city, feeling as if I were the one living in a foreign country, and when I came to the biggest bomb site in the city centre, I took out Cornelius’s charm bracelet and threw it as far as I could into the rubble.




  THE MAGIC OF YOUR TOUCH
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  ‘Above all was the sense of hearing acute. I heard all things in the


  heaven and in the earth. I heard many things in hell.’




  – Edgar Allan Poe, ‘The Tell-Tale Heart’




  ‘Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard


  Are sweeter.’




  – John Keats, ‘Ode to a Grecian Urn’




  One night, many years ago, I found myself wandering in an unfamiliar part of the city. The river looked like an oil slick twisting languidly in the cold moonlight, and on the opposite bank the towering metal skeletons of factories and cranes gleamed silver. Steam hissed from tubes, formed abstract shapes in the air and faded into the night. Every now and then a gush of orange flame leapt into the sky from a funnel-shaped chimney.




  I was lost, I knew now. The bar where I had played my last gig was miles behind me, and the path I had taken was crooked and dark. The river lay to my right, and to the left, across the narrow, cobbled street, tall empty warehouses loomed over me, all crumbling, soot-covered bricks and caved-in roofs. Through the broken windows small fires burned, and I fancied I could see ragged figures bent over the flames for warmth. Ahead of me, just beyond the crossroads, the path continued into a monstrous junkyard, where the rusted hulks of cars and piles of scrap metal towered over me.




  Out of nowhere, it seemed, I began to hear snatches of melody: a light, romantic, jazzy air underpinned by wondrous, heart-rending chords, some of which I swear I had never heard before. I stopped in my tracks and tried to discern where the music was coming from. It was a piano, no doubt about that, and though it was slightly out of tune, that didn’t diminish the power of the melody or the skill of the player. I wanted desperately to find him, to get closer to the music.




  I walked between the mountains of scrap metal, sure I was getting closer, then, down a narrow side path, I saw the glow of a brazier and heard the music more clearly than I had before. If anything, it had even more magic than when I had heard it from a distance. More than that, it had the potential to make my fortune. Heart pounding, I headed towards the light.




  What I found there was a wizened old black man sitting at a beaten-up honky-tonk piano. When he saw me, he stopped playing and looked over at me. The glow of the brazier reflected in his eyes, which seemed to flicker and dance with flames.




  ‘That’s a beautiful piece of music,’ I said. ‘Did you write it yourself?’




  ‘I don’t write nothing,’ he said. ‘The music just comes out of me.’




  ‘And this just came out of you?’




  ‘Yessir,’ he said. ‘Just this very moment.’




  I might lack the creativity, the essential spark of genius, but when it comes to technical matters I’m hard to beat. I’m a classically trained musician who happened to choose to play jazz, and already this miraculous piece of music was fixed in my memory. If I closed my eyes I could even see it written and printed on a sheet. And if I let my imagination run free, I could see the sheets flying off the shelves of the music shop and records whizzing out of the racks. This was the stuff that standards were made of.




  ‘So you’re the only one who’s heard it, apart from me?’




  ‘I guess so,’ he said, the reflected flames dancing in his eyes.




  I looked around. The piles of scrap rose on all sides, obscuring the rest of the world, and once he had stopped playing I could hear nothing but the hissing of the steam from the factories across the river. We were quite alone, me and this poor, shrunken black man. I complimented him again on his genius and went on my way. When I got behind him, he started playing again. I listened to the tune one more time, burning it into my memory so there could be no mistake. Then I picked up an iron bar from the pile of scrap and hit him hard on the back of his head.




  I heard the skull crack like a nut and saw the blood splash on the ivory keys of the old piano. I made sure he was dead, then I dragged his body off the path, piled rusty metal over it, and left him there.




  Now there was no one to stop me, no one to claim plagiarism, I had to get back to the hotel and write down the music before I lost it. As luck would have it, at the other side of the junkyard, past another set of crossroads, was a wide boulevard lined with a few run-down shops and low-life bars. There wasn’t much traffic, and I was beginning to get nervous about the neighbourhood, but after ten minutes I saw a cab with its light on coming up the road and waved it down. The cabbie stopped, and twenty minutes later I was back in my hotel room, the red neon of the strip club across the street flashing through the flimsy, moth-eaten curtains, as I furiously scribbled the notes and chords etched in my memory on to the lined music paper.




  I was right about the music, and what’s more, nobody even questioned that I had written it, despite the fact that I had never composed a piece of any significance in my entire life. After all, what else did Charlie Chaplin write other than ‘Smile’, or Paul Anka besides ‘My Way’? Plenty, of course, but do you remember anything else? I thought not. Besides, I suppose I was well enough known as a competent jazz pianist in certain circles, so people just assumed I had suddenly been smitten by the muse one day.




  I called the tune ‘The Magic of Your Touch’, and it became a staple of the jazz repertoire, from big bands to small combos. Arrangements proliferated, and one of the band members, who fancied himself a poet, added lyrics to the melody. That was when we really struck the big time. Billie Holiday recorded it, then Frank Sinatra, Tony Bennett, Peggy Lee, Mel Torme, Ella Fitzgerald. Suddenly it seemed that no one could get enough of ‘The Magic of Your Touch’, and the big bucks rolled in.




  I hardly need say that the sudden wealth and success brought about an immense change in my lifestyle. Instead of fleabag hotels and two-bit whores, it was penthouse suites and high-class call-girls all the way. I continued to play with the sextet, of course, but we hired a vocalist and instead of sleazy bars we played halls and big-name clubs: the Blue Note, the Village Vanguard, Birdland and the rest. We even got a recording contract, and people bought our records by the thousands.




  ‘The Magic of Your Touch’ brought us all this, and more. Hollywood beckoned, a jazz film set in Paris, and off we went. Ah, those foxy little mademoiselles! Then came the world tour: Europe, Asia, Australia, South Africa, Brazil. They all wanted to hear the band named after the man who wrote ‘The Magic of Your Touch’.




  I can’t say that I never gave another thought to the wizened old black man playing his honky-tonk piano beside the brazier. Many times, I even dreamed about that night and what I did there, on instinct, without thinking, and woke up in a cold sweat, my heart pounding. Many’s the time I thought I saw the old man’s flame-reflecting eyes in a crowd, or down an alley. But nobody ever found his body, or if they did, it never made the news. The years passed, and I believed that I was home and dry. Until, that is, little by little, things started to go wrong.




  I have always been of a fairly nervous disposition – highly strung, my parents used to say, blaming it on my musical talent, or vice versa. Whisky helped, and sometimes I also turned to pills, mostly tranquillisers and barbiturates or ’ludes, to take the edge off things. So imagine my horror when we were halfway through a concert at Massey Hall, in my home town of Toronto, playing ‘Solitude’, and I found my left hand falling into the familiar chord patterns of ‘The Magic of Your Touch’, my right hand picking out the melody.




  Of course, the audience cheered wildly at first, thinking it some form of playful acknowledgement, a cheeky little musical quotation or segue. But I couldn’t stop. It was as if I were a mere puppet, and some other force was directing my movements. No matter what tune we started after that, all my hands would play was ‘The Magic of Your Touch’. In the end I felt a panic attack coming on – I’d had them before – and, pale and shaking, numb and dizzy, I had to leave the stage. The audience clapped, but the other band members looked concerned.




  Afterwards, in the dressing room, Ed, our stand-up bass player, approached me. I had just downed a handful of Valium and I was waiting for the soothing effect of the pills to kick in.




  ‘What is it, man?’ he asked. ‘What the hell happened out there?’




  I shook my head. ‘I don’t know,’ I told him. ‘I couldn’t help myself.’




  ‘Couldn’t help yourself? What do you mean by that?’




  ‘The song, Ed. It’s like the song took me over. It was weird, scary. I’ve never experienced anything like that before.’




  Ed looked at me as if I were insane, the first of many such looks I got before I stopped even bothering trying to tell people what was happening to me. Because that incident at Massey Hall was, I soon discovered, only the beginning.




  Playing in the band was out of the question from that night on. Whenever my hands got near a piano, they started to play ‘The Magic of Your Touch’. The boys took it with good grace and soon found a replacement who was, in all honesty, easily as good a pianist as I was, if not better, and they carried on touring under the same name. I don’t really think anyone missed me very much. My retirement from performing for ‘health reasons’ was announced, and I imagine people assumed that life on the road just got too much for someone of my highly strung temperament. The press reported that I had had a ‘minor nervous breakdown’, the money continued to roll in, and life went on as normal. Almost.




  After the Toronto concert, I developed an annoying ringing in my ears – tinnitus, I believe it’s called – and it drove me up the wall with its sheer relentlessness. But worse than that, one night when I went to bed I heard as clear as a bell, louder than the ringing, the opening chords of ‘The Magic of Your Touch’, as if someone were playing a piano inside my head. It went on until the entire song was finished, then started again at the beginning. It was only after swallowing twice my regular nightly dose of Nembutal that I managed to drift into a coma-like stupor and, more important, into something approaching blessed silence. But even then I could still hear faint strains in the distance, like ripples in still water, and when I awoke, the ringing and the music were still there, louder than ever.




  No matter what I did, I couldn’t get the song out of my head. Every minute of every day and every night it played, over and over again in a continuous tape loop. The pills helped up to a point, but I found my night’s sleep shrinking from four hours to three to two, then one, if I was lucky. Only with great difficulty could I concentrate on anything. No amount of external noise could overcome the music in my head. I couldn’t hold intelligent conversations. People shunned me, crossed the street when they saw me coming. I started muttering to myself, putting my hands over my ears, but that only served to trap the sound inside and make it louder.
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