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Prologue


First I see the animal. Its body is a hunched grey shape, outlined by the glow of a lantern and the shadows moving slowly on wet bricks. Billows of warm breath swirl in the fog as it trudges under a bridge to the clatter of its own hooves. Soon I hear the leather harness rustling on its flanks, the line of twisted hemp creaking and sighing as it tightens over the swingletree. I catch the scent of fresh manure, mingled with the tang of earth matted in the animal’s hair and the aroma of oats in its nose tin, moistened by its breath.


Thirty feet behind, the stem of a boat drifts into sight. It moves in silence, but for a murmur of water caressing the keel. A coating of coal dust clings to the oak boards, and the lantern light catches the roof of a squat cabin, where the arc of a tiller rears over the stern.


And then I notice the man. He’s a ghostly silhouette, staring ahead, his eyes fixed on the horse as he judges the curve of the bank and braces the tiller against the pressure of water. There’s a stillness in his manner, an air of concentration as he reads the motion of the boat. When his face emerges from the mist, I recognise the pain that deadens his eyes. It’s the look of a man who has faced betrayal, a man who knows all about fear.


My body aches with tension at the relentless tread of the horse and the slow drift of the boat towards the bridge. Through a gap in the fog, a wooden bollard appears on the wharf for the steerer to tie up his line. Stacks of unmarked boxes lie decaying on the cobbles, slippery with mould.


The second figure barely stirs. His face is invisible behind the collar of a worsted greatcoat as he stands in the shelter of the bridge, his sweat drying cold on his forehead and a faint wheeze in the back of his throat. A chill strikes into his bones from the freezing water and he moves his feet slowly, one after the other, flexing his toes to stop them from going numb. He turns his head to follow the boat and waits for the horse to pass, praying that the fog will muffle his breathing and the painful pounding of his heart.


And finally, I see one more thing. It’s a six-foot boat shaft, tipped with an iron spike, gripped in a waiting hand.


My thoughts are tainted by these images. They’ve grown in my mind like ancient ghosts breathed into a raw, quivering life. They sound and smell too real to be illusions. They’re trying to convince me they’re actual memories.


Yet all this began in that brief instant when the old man’s eyes first met mine. I realise now that he’d already been able to see these images himself, and perhaps he’d been seeing them for years. He was preparing to transfer them to me, like a dying ancestor handing down the secrets of the tribe. My reluctant hand was the next in line. Refusal had never been an option.


There was just one moment when I had the chance to walk away, a second of hesitation when I could have drawn back from the edge. I might have gone back to my Victorian semi, to the constant struggle to pay the bills, to the microwaved meals for one in front of the TV, and the tedious tick of the carriage clock that reminded me constantly of my parents. It wasn’t much, but it was my own life, and I was used to it. If I’d been asked, I would have chosen to keep it.


But I had hesitated, and it was too late. When a voice called my name across the Fosseway restoration site, my shabby, ordinary life sank into that evil-smelling mud where the dumper truck had reversed and churned the earth into a morass. During the weeks that followed, it seemed I would never stop floundering in my efforts to reach firm ground.


Andrew Hadfield was among the work party that day. He’d straightened up and spotted me before I could walk back to my car. He was pointing me out to a tall, elderly man in a dark overcoat who stood at his side. And then Andrew shouted the words I couldn’t help but hear.


‘Hey, Chris! Chris Buckley! There’s someone here who’s dying to meet you!’


I’d been turning over a paragraph in my mind, something about the first small step in a project to re-create a waterway that had lain buried beneath the Staffordshire countryside for forty years. I should have known that no matter how much you dig, or what ancient facts you unearth, you can never restore the past completely. There always have to be compromises, and a great many lies. But, like those muddy enthusiasts shovelling out the first lock of the canal, the knowledge wouldn’t have stopped me digging.


‘Come on, Chris,’ called Andrew. ‘Come over and say hello.’


A gust of chilly wind blew across the fields, and the afternoon sun had slipped behind a mass of grey clouds building up from the east. I was cold and tired, and I wanted to go home. But politeness made me move towards Andrew and the stranger, the sort of courtesy that becomes an obligation. That, and my other major fault – curiosity. An almost fatal combination, as it turned out.


It seemed only a short flicker in time from then to the moment I found the police standing at my door, two hard-faced detectives with nothing but questions in their eyes. That movement was all it took to precipitate my headlong plunge through two centuries of bitterness and hatred, decade upon decade of guilty secrets, and an endless thirst for vengeance.


That step taught me the meaning of betrayal. It took me right to the brink of despair.


And then it showed me death.
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February 1998


Lichfield, Staffordshire


It was all about family in the end. That’s how it began, and that was how it finished, too.


There are some families that seem to last forever, perpetuating themselves in infinite generations, son after son marching through the centuries, fecund and proud. They branch off and flourish in great clumps like wild flowers seeding themselves on the wind, until their teeming progeny populate vast swathes of the countryside. But other families are destined to die out, to fade and vanish into history. They wither on the branch like blighted fruit, until just one shrivelled apple is left. Such a family are the Buckleys.


The deaths of my mother and father, coming so close together, should have been a catharsis, a cleansing. When the stonemason added my father’s name to the headstone in the graveyard at St Chad’s, it was a symbolic act that swept the board clean, giving me a chance to start life afresh. Instead, it felt more as though an emptiness had fallen on me, a heavy blanket through which I could barely remember my former life.


It also left me with no family that carried the Buckley name. I had no brothers or sisters, no broods of nephews and nieces. There weren’t any uncles or aunts on my father’s side, and no cousins. And, of course, I had no wife or children of my own to inherit the house, or the carriage clock.


So there was just me. Christopher Buckley, thirty-two years old, single and always likely to be. A man who was about to be made redundant from his position as an Information Officer with Staffordshire County Council. I was the last shrivelled apple, waiting for the next stiff breeze to knock me off the branch. And trying my best to avoid the wasps.


True, there were many friends and acquaintances I’d made over the years in the newspaper, magazine and PR businesses – some former colleagues at the Lichfield Echo, fellow freelancers, councillors, all the contacts I’d cultivated. And recently there were some members of the Waterway Recovery Group I’d come to know through visits to their sites, and asking a lot of questions about a subject that had sparked my interest.


But how many of these people would waste a day coming to my funeral, as my father’s old work colleagues had? Precious few of them. There would always be something better to do. An urgent meeting, the kids to pick up from school, some unmissable daytime TV game show. But it wouldn’t matter to me by then, would it? A dead man needs no friends.


There was one person who would certainly come to my funeral. She’d make a point of sobbing into a handkerchief during the service, nodding sorrowfully at the platitudes of a vicar who didn’t even know me. And she’d be weeping buckets as they carried my coffin out to ‘The Chorus of the Hebrew Slaves’ from Verdi’s Nabucco – a piece of music I’ve chosen specifically because I want to make them all cry. No laughing at my funeral, thanks very much.


My next-door neighbour, Rachel Morgan, was divorced and lived alone, like me, in a house much too big for her in a neighbourhood she knew little about and cared for less. Even I could work out from her frequent appearances on my doorstep, on one pretext or another, that she wanted friendship, maybe more. Yes, Rachel would come to my funeral. She would come out of the fellow feeling that one lonely person has for another, but she’d believe she was there as something more.


It was Rachel who happened to be raking dead leaves from her front lawn that cold February morning when I left the house to look for updates on my current stories. I write a few theatre and book reviews for the local papers, but they barely bring in a few pounds. Feature articles for some of the glossy magazines had become my current interest, mainly because they pay well. All I needed was an angle, and a few good photos. Now and then, it was possible to hit lucky.


‘Good morning, number six.’


Rachel had tied her red hair back off her face in a yellow ribbon and was dressed in jeans and a baggy sweater.


‘Morning, number four,’ I responded automatically.


‘Off taking more pictures then, Chris?’


‘That’s right,’ I said, patting the camera bag stupidly, as if she hadn’t already spotted it.


Our houses are a pair of Victorian brick-built semis, like many others in the Gaia Lane area of Lichfield. Some of the houses have little wooden balustrades on their upper storeys, as if they were trying to hint at the existence of proper balconies like those of their larger neighbours round the corner. Each pair has a plaque built into the brickwork between the bedroom windows, recording a date in the first decade of the twentieth century and a romantically rustic Victorian name – The Hawthorns, Oaklands, Rosemount. Our pair are Maybank, 1910. It must have been Rachel who started the ridiculous habit of addressing me by the number of my house, but it seemed churlish not to respond the same way.


‘Where are you off to today then?’ she said.


‘Oh, the usual.’


‘Hilton, is it? Cyril the Squirrel and his friends in their tree houses?’


There were only two on-going stories I could rely on, and they were loosely related. One was the efforts of the restoration group to re-create the abandoned Ogley and Huddlesford Canal that had once run through Lichfield – a huge task that seemed about to become impossible in the face of plans for the country’s first toll-paying motorway. The South Staffordshire Link Road would cut right across the line of the canal.


The other story was a series of protest camps set up near Hilton by environmental campaigners determined to save countryside threatened by the road. Bit by bit, the Under Sheriff of Staffordshire was clearing them from their tunnels and tree houses with the help of armies of bailiffs and police. But every time they had to retreat from a site, the protestors set up camp somewhere else and defied the law to do its worst. The game had gone on throughout January and February.


Rachel was interested in the link road protest. In a way, she was typical of the readers I aimed my articles at.


‘Trees and the environment versus the road builders,’ she said. ‘Whose side are you on, Chris?’


‘I don’t have to be on anybody’s side. A journalist makes it his business to see both sides.’


‘Oh, yes?’


She tossed a rakeful of dead leaves into a wheelbarrow with a dismissive gesture, condemning the limp and useless mass to the compost heap. I took this to mean she didn’t think much of my trite remarks.


‘Look, the protestors have a point, obviously,’ I said. ‘We’ve lost enough of our environment already, and somebody has to take a stand. And why on earth do we need yet more roads, when they’ll only create more traffic?’


Rachel looked up at me then, her eyes expectant, using the prongs of her rake to turn over some decaying beech foliage. The leaves were an attractive chestnut brown on top, but when she turned them over, their rotting black undersides were exposed and tiny slugs and insects fell away, wriggling to escape the light.


‘But at the same time,’ I said, ‘if you’ve ever seen the cars and lorries crawling through places like Brownhills and Walsall, you’ll see why a new motorway is needed. It’s a nightmare for people living in those places. There are two opposite viewpoints, both with justification. So there’s bound to be conflict. And that’s what I’m reporting.’


She smiled at me, nodding encouragingly. I knew I’d done exactly what she wanted, and allowed her to provoke me into conversation, pushing me to express an opinion and show my feelings. I could never figure out how she did it, or why.


‘You shouldn’t take your job too seriously,’ she said. ‘People want some entertainment with their news.’


‘Even in the Lichfield Echo?’


‘We all need a bit of fun.’


‘I’ll look for a pile of leaves to kick,’ I said.


Rachel frowned at me, concern forming little creases around her eyes. She’d been giving me that look a lot since my father’s funeral.


‘I know it’s been hard,’ she said. ‘But it’s been three months, Chris. You need something. Your friends—’


‘I have to go now,’ I said. ‘Work to do.’


She sighed. ‘All right, then. Have a good day.’


I walked towards the little car port at the side of my house. The Escort isn’t fond of cold mornings, and it took three or four attempts to start. It was already ten years old and rarely serviced, and I hardly dared to look at how many miles were on the clock. But replacing it wasn’t a possibility right now.


Rachel waved to me as I pulled onto the road, and I raised a hand in acknowledgement. I suppose I could have had worse neighbours than her. It might have been a house full of screaming children next door, or students smoking weed every night with the stereo turned up full blast. Or it might even have been a couple with a patio barbecue and an urge for midnight DIY, just like the neighbours I’d left behind in Stafford two years ago. But if there’d been anybody like that in the other semi at Stowe Pool Lane, I wouldn’t have stayed in the house when my father died.


Rachel had been divorced for five years. She’d worked as a librarian until the cuts began, and now she was a part-time receptionist at a vet’s surgery. I gathered she also put some hours in at a charity shop for cancer relief. At weekends, she went with a couple of girlfriends to folk concerts at the Guildhall to hear Bellowhead or The Albion Band. The previous November she’d roped me in to see Pirates of Penzance staged by Erdington Operatic Society at the Civic Hall. How she’d managed to persuade me, I couldn’t remember. But somehow I ended up humming ‘I am the Very Model of a Modern Major-General’ for weeks afterwards. I know the kings of England, and I quote the fights historical. From Marathon to Waterloo in order categorical over and over again. Well, I say ‘singing’, but no one would want to hear me sing.


That fateful morning, I’d decided to make the canal restoration my first stop. The day was turning out clear, with a pale blue sky and a bright February sun. The weekends had been constantly wet for weeks, and I hadn’t managed an opportunity to photograph the latest stage of the work. Reinstatement of a buried lock was now being extended to the site of the old Fosseway Wharf, where vast expanses of undergrowth had to be cleared.


There was a work party from the Waterway Recovery Group on site all week, and I knew a hired JCB had begun to haul the soil and assorted debris from the canal basin. Thousands of tons would have to be shifted before the structural condition of the abandoned wharf could be assessed. It seemed a good chance to capture the first sections of brickwork being exposed.


The WRG were all volunteers. They were many things in their ordinary lives – teachers, solicitors, bus drivers or factory workers. All they had in common was a willingness to give up their spare time to labour in the mud for no reward other than knowing they’d made a small contribution towards a bigger scheme.


Canals seem to hold a fascination for many people. As more of the Ogley and Huddlesford Canal emerged from its premature grave, dozens of volunteers were coming forward to help, organisations were finding funds to support the project and businesses were showing an interest. Not long ago, the whole subject of inland waterways had been a mystery to me, but I was beginning to grasp the appeal.


I’d already recorded the progress on the restoration of the lock. The early stages had been the most fascinating, as digging parties moved onto a completely filled-in site. Trenches had been dug to locate the wing walls of the lock, and one trench had hit a soft spot which turned out to be the paddle frame and drop shaft a couple of feet below ground. A trial hole on the land boundary exposed the distinctive orange brickwork of the arch above the approach ramp to the old bridge.


Restoration had suffered a setback when plans in the British Waterways archives revealed a three-foot-wide land drain had been cut through the head walls and inverts of all three locks in the Fosseway flight. The drain had caused damage to the head walls, and the floors of the lock had been partially cut away. A survey showed that just over three feet of masonry had been taken off the walls of the lock, creating yet more work for the volunteers.


By now, things were different. The lock had been fully excavated and repaired, including the weir and by-wash. Thanks to the land drain, it even contained water. A stile and picnic table were being erected, and work was under way to re-establish the towpath.


If you’re trying to be a freelance journalist, it helps if you can take your own pictures. Part of my inheritance had gone on a good Nikon 35-millimetre SLR camera. Since my photographic skills were self-taught, I’d adopted a technique explained to me once by an old newspaper staff photographer. If you shoot off enough exposures, one or two of them are bound to come out all right, he said. So I keep shooting whenever the conditions are right and the opportunity arises. And occasionally they do come out okay.


I set up my tripod and took pictures of the lock site for a few minutes without taking much notice of the activity. There were twenty or thirty people around, most of them anonymous in overalls or thick sweaters and jeans, and all wearing white hard hats. There were a few vehicles coming and going, and a dumper truck reversing on the lockside. It was only when I’d finished off a film and was packing my camera away that I became aware of Andrew Hadfield. He was a recent recruit to the restoration team. An architect by profession, he’d proved a valuable addition. Today, he was taking an interest in the visiting volunteer work party.


Andrew waved to me from the head of the lock, where he stood with an old man at his side. If only I’d taken that gesture as a warning instead of an invitation, things might have been different.


‘This is Chris,’ Andrew was telling the old man as we squelched towards each other. ‘He’s our resident reporter and chronicler. He gets us in the news now and then, when he can spare the time from his other work. Theatre and book reviews he does as well. He’s a cultured chap, you see.’


There was something in the tone of Andrew’s voice that told me I ought to have gone back to my book reviews right then and let my brain wallow in the familiar words and sentences. Books and plays are a series of worlds in which to escape, where reality is kept at bay, at least for a while.


The old man was stepping forward, his shoulders stiff inside his overcoat. He picked his way carefully over the mud, tapping his stick on the broken bricks. The sound was like the ticking of a watch, slow and relentless, like the old carriage clock back at Stowe Pool Lane.


‘You don’t know me – do you, Christopher?’ he said.


‘No, I’m sorry. I don’t.’


I hadn’t been called Christopher for a long time, not since my father had died three months before. It wasn’t a name used by friends or workmates, and certainly not by strangers who’d just been introduced. It was a name used only by family, and a family was something I no longer had.


Andrew laughed in delight at my expression, and took my arm to pull me closer to the old man.


‘I’ve got a surprise for you, Chris. This gentleman is Mr Longden. He’s an old friend of the family.’


‘Really? A friend of my family?’


I looked at the old man again. There wasn’t anything out of the ordinary about him, nothing that should have given me that strange, uncomfortable feeling when I first saw him. Despite a slight stoop, he was as tall as Andrew, over six feet. He wore an old coat, buttoned up tight against the chill, and leaned on a strong stick with a well-worn ivory handle in the shape of a ram’s head. His white hair was thinning on top but he’d allowed it to grow thick round his ears and on the back of his neck. A woollen scarf worn inside his overcoat didn’t hide the fact that his shirt collar was too loose on the sagging skin.


‘Yes, my name is Samuel Longden,’ he said. ‘Have you heard of me?’


The question seemed important to him. But it didn’t take much thought before I answered.


‘Not at all.’


A mixture of reactions passed across his face. Pain, disappointment, resignation – and some other powerful emotion I couldn’t name, but which made him thrust his body forward, so that he could grasp my hand in his cold, dry fingers. I stared at him in amazement as the old man leaned in and spoke with a sudden intensity.


‘Christopher,’ he said. ‘You don’t know what it means to me to meet you at last. Because there’s only you left now, you see. Only you.’
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We sat in my Escort, parked in the lay-by on Fosseway Lane, close to the level crossing for the branch line to Brownhills. Andrew had been too pleased with himself, too intent on being part of our conversation, for me to want to linger at the lock site where he could listen to what Samuel Longden had to say. So I’d invited the old man into my car on the pretext of the cold, and he’d readily agreed.


The Escort had taken quite a hammering over the years. The inside trim was showing signs of wear, and the bodywork was full of chips and scratches that were revealed whenever I took it through a car wash, which wasn’t often. Most worrying at the moment was a strange rattle in the engine at low revs. I didn’t dare take it to the garage, for fear of what they might find wrong, and how much it would cost.


The heater worked, though, and gradually we began to warm up. The old man sat hunched in his overcoat, staring out at traffic passing over the level crossing. Once we were in an enclosed space, I became aware of a smell about him – not the stale, unwashed odour I might associate with old people, but a sort of mustiness, a suggestion of mildew, like a stack of old books in the cellar of a second-hand bookshop.


‘It’s fascinating to see the old canal re-appearing after so many years,’ he said. ‘Wonderful. It’s history coming full circle. This was Lock Eighteen, wasn’t it? Fosseway Lock?’


‘No, Fosseway is number seventeen. Eighteen is Claypit Lock. Across the road there, to the south.’


‘Of course.’


‘And just beyond that is the site of Fosseway Wharf. It’s completely overgrown now.’


He looked at me with a smile. ‘You’ve become quite an expert, haven’t you, Christopher? Very admirable.’


The windows of the car were starting to steam up, so I wound the handle down on the driver’s side to let in a bit of the cool February air.


‘I’m not an expert on anything,’ I said. ‘Journalists rarely are. The restoration provides good copy for me, that’s all. So I’ve made it my business to know a bit about the history of the Ogley and Huddlesford.’


He propped the handle of his stick against the scuffed dashboard. The grey hair on the back of his neck curled onto his coat collar, and his large nose had turned pink with the cold. His eyes were watering slightly, and he pulled a tissue from his pocket to wipe them. Though he was an old man, there was nothing feeble about his voice. It was steady and clear, with a local accent distinguishable under an educated veneer.


‘Just one lock dug out so far, and a new bridge, isn’t it? What do you think the chances are of restoring the entire seven miles of canal?’


‘Very slim,’ I said. ‘Oh, they’ve got the enthusiasm, that lot down there. But just think of the cost. We’re talking ten million pounds at least, and the estimate is rising by the year. Where’s the money going to come from? Most of the line of the canal has been filled in, parts built over completely – factories, housing estates, garden centres, you name it. Locks have been broken up and bridges demolished. And that’s not to mention the new link road. It will cross the track of the canal twice, and the restoration trust has to pay for bridges, if they want them. It seems obvious to me that it’s more work than a handful of volunteers can possibly manage. We’ll all be dead long before there are narrowboats passing through Lichfield again.’


‘I see you know how to talk like a journalist. But I’ve been told your heart is in it, and I think they’re right.’


‘Who said that exactly?’


‘Oh, people I’ve asked about you.’


I didn’t like the sound of that. There were no dark secrets in my life, but the idea that anybody had been going round asking questions about me felt uncomfortable all the same.


The old man made no attempt to wind down his own window. He continued staring straight ahead while the glass misted up and blotted out his view of the road. His eyes had a faraway expression. I didn’t know what he was looking at, but it wasn’t anything in the real world.


‘Are you really a friend of my family?’ I said.


He turned towards me then, and fixed me with those pale eyes. He smiled, showing a set of teeth that must have been his own, judging by the unevenness and the staining of the enamel on his front incisors. For the first time, I noticed the short, white whiskers on his upper lip where he’d failed to shave properly.


‘Yes, Christopher. I’m Samuel Longden.’


‘The name still means nothing to me, I’m afraid. My parents never mentioned you.’


‘And you never met your grandfather, of course.’


‘He died long before I was born.’


‘Yes, I know.’ He turned away again and used the cuff of his overcoat to wipe a small, damp space in the condensation on his window. ‘It’s understandable, of course. But I thought I was just ignored, not forgotten entirely.’


His words sent a small, inexplicable shaft of guilt through my heart. But I couldn’t see a justification for feeling guilty, and I shrugged it off immediately.


‘You were a friend of my grandfather’s then.’ I realised they must have been of the same generation, though my grandfather hadn’t survived to anything like the age Samuel Longden had reached.


‘I knew him very well indeed,’ he said. ‘Yes, your grandfather. George Buckley.’


‘If you were a very close friend, I’m sorry that I haven’t heard of you.’


‘I shouldn’t be too surprised. There were things that happened between us, between myself and your grandfather. They meant I was no longer welcome in the Buckley family. Now I can see I was never forgiven. “Unto the third generation” they say, don’t they?’


He said this with such a note of despair that I felt sorry for him. I wanted to tell him something different, to assure him I’d heard of him after all, that my parents had talked about him often, and he’d been such a close friend of my family that I almost considered him an uncle. But I could assure him of none of these things. They wouldn’t have been true.


‘Perhaps you’d like to tell me about yourself,’ I said, as kindly as I could.


He rallied then, shook his shoulders and gave a small smile. ‘Of course. I must warn you, though – I’m happy to tell you a certain amount about myself. But there’s something I want from you in return.’


And there it was. The trap. He thought he had a hold on me, and perhaps he was right. I was curious, and whatever it was he wanted, I was going to have to cope with it. I hoped he couldn’t see the expression that passed across my face.


‘That sounds like a deal.’


He was beginning to look better in the warmth of the car. A bit of colour returned to his face, and his shoulders relaxed. He caught me looking at him, and I got that frisson of shock again as our eyes met. It was as if I was looking at somebody I’d known all my life.


‘You have seen me before,’ he said, as if reading my mind. ‘Though you might not have noticed me at the time. I’ve certainly seen you, Christopher.’


‘I don’t remember. I suppose it must have been a long time ago?’


‘Not at all. It was three months ago. I was at your father’s funeral.’


‘What?’


‘I didn’t make myself known, of course. I wanted to come along because … well, because your father was George Buckley’s son. I’ve always regretted that it wasn’t possible for me to attend your grandfather’s funeral. I knew I wouldn’t have been welcome. But with your mother and father both gone, I hoped there’d be no one to object to my presence. I took a gamble with you, Christopher, as to whether you’d recognise me. But now I see that I worried unnecessarily.’


My father’s funeral was still very clear in my mind. There had been few mourners at St Chad’s. Even fewer had bothered to come the short distance from the church to the house at Stowe Pool Lane. Most of those who appeared were my mother’s family, the Claytons and Bridgemans, the same tight-lipped middle-class couples from Birmingham who’d attended my mother’s funeral a few months earlier. Their cloying sympathy had irked me, but the knowledge that it would almost certainly be the last time I saw any of them was a consolation.


There had also been some of my father’s former colleagues – most of them rather depressed-looking men who’d been made redundant at the same time as him from the engineering factory on the Ringway industrial estate. None of those had come back to the house, so there had only been a small clutch of in-laws and one or two neighbours who were openly inquisitive about what I intended to do with the property.


As our silent group stood at the graveside, my mind had wandered over many subjects, none of them related to memories of my father. Like the neighbours, I was considering what I’d do with the house. I could sell it, but what would I use the money for? The property was vastly more desirable than the grubby flat I’d shared in Stafford. The question was whether I could bear to live in a house full of reminders of my parents. It was this mental debate that might have made me seem reserved and withdrawn.


If I’d seen an old man among the gathering, white haired and leaning on a stick, I couldn’t remember taking any notice of him. I did recall a flurry of excitement and alarm among some older in-laws as they queued to examine the wreaths. The occasion had been solemn and wordless until that moment, and the flutter of movement was like a raucous child bursting in and dancing round the hearse. I’d also been aware of the faces turned suddenly towards me, anxious or frankly prurient, waiting to see my reaction to something. The men had fingered their black ties nervously, the women clutched their handbags and tilted their hats into the wind as they studied me with avid eyes. But I hadn’t known what it was they expected, and I didn’t care. They’d wanted something I couldn’t give them.


Then, looking at Samuel sitting next to me in the car, I had a sudden flash of insight, like that neurological flicker they call déjà vu. It was something I should have known at the time. Maybe, in a way, I had.


‘You sent a wreath, didn’t you?’


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘There were some there who knew of my existence – your mother’s mother and her brothers. They were aware of the split, though perhaps not the details. I suspect my name has become a sort of fable, mentioned only in whispers.’


‘A split? That sounds intriguing. Something to do with my grandfather?’


‘Your grandfather and me. That’s the reason I was unwelcome.’


So there was a secret in the family. Was I the only one who hadn’t known about it? I felt a flush of anger at the thought of those chattering in-laws hugging a bit of knowledge to themselves. They’d known about it, and yet they’d eaten my sandwiches and sausage rolls and drunk my beer and said nothing. They’d muttered and winked to one another and uttered not a word. In the end, the only person who’d come forward to tell me the truth was the man himself.


I studied Samuel’s distant blue eyes. I guessed it had taken some courage on his part, in the face of likely rejection.


‘I suppose I was trying to draw attention to myself,’ he said. ‘I wanted you to be reminded of me. I wanted to see if you’d get in touch. I was foolishly hurt that I’d never been informed of your father’s funeral. When you didn’t make contact, I thought you still hated me.’


‘But I knew nothing about you.’


‘I see that now.’ He sighed. ‘It seems incredible.’


‘I take it you don’t live in Lichfield?’ I said.


He frowned as his pale eyes focused on me, recalling my face. ‘No. Well, I was born here in the town, in Tamworth Street, but my home is at Whittington.’


‘Not far. What, five miles? Didn’t you think of making yourself known before this?’


‘Not while your parents were alive.’


‘Was it such a terrible row that you had with my grandfather?’


‘Oh, there was no row,’ he said. ‘Not really. We didn’t need to argue. We both knew our relationship was over. There was no doubt that we would live separate lives from then on.’


‘I don’t understand. Are you going to tell me what it was all about?’


‘Not now, Christopher. Soon. But let’s take it slowly.’


A series of possibilities ran through my mind like a flickering slideshow. I recalled being told that my Granddad Buckley was an old soldier, and I imagined him being rigid and strict in his beliefs. What might have wrecked a friendship for a man like that? Some moral transgression, surely. I wondered if Samuel could be gay. It would have been enough, in those days. Perhaps that was why the old man was taking his time, waiting until we knew each other better before he told me the truth.


‘Well, all right,’ I said reluctantly. ‘I don’t want to tire you too much.’


He smiled weakly. ‘You’re right, I do get tired.’


The old man shifted uncomfortably, easing his bones, then reached for his stick. I could feel him withdrawing from me rapidly. He was sinking into the well of his own thoughts, where no one could reach him.


‘I don’t have the energy any more,’ he said. ‘There’s a job to be done. And it needs somebody younger to finish it.’


I frowned, puzzled by the change of subject. ‘What job?’


But he just smiled at me wearily. ‘Would it be possible for us to meet again soon? Tuesday perhaps?’


I didn’t have to consult my diary. A list of my appointments for Tuesday would have read: ‘Open post, feed cat, put out wheelie bin. Pay telephone bill (if possible).’


‘That will be okay.’


‘I’ll tell you more on Tuesday then,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry to appear so mysterious. I wanted to make contact with you first, to see if we can work together.’


‘Work together …?’


He held up a hand. ‘I’d like to have the chance to explain it to you properly at another time. There are also some items I want to show you, which will help you to understand things better than anything I could say.’


I sighed. ‘All right. Tuesday it is.’


So in the end, I had to curb my curiosity. Samuel asked me to take him to the bus station in Birmingham Road, where he could pick up a taxi to Whittington. When I started the car and switched on the wipers, the windscreen seemed to have gathered a coating of grime as thick as if it had stood neglected for years.


We drove back towards Lichfield through the outskirts of Leomansley and onto the roundabout at the Western Bypass. An old clock tower stands in the Festival Gardens, where it was moved to make way for a new road, The Friary. I always think it looks a bit forlorn on its new site, a victim of progress, as if it had been banished to the bypass from the city centre for some unforgivable offence, perhaps for being too obvious a reminder of the passage of time.


I wasn’t sorry to have the old boy off my hands by then. He looked ready to drop with exhaustion, and I was worried he might become ill if I kept him talking any longer. I didn’t want to find myself looking after an invalid.


At the bus station, Samuel struggled out of the car and pulled himself upright on a steel barrier. He stared at me through the open door of the car, his eyes strangely out of focus. I don’t know what he saw in my face, but suddenly a surge of anger went through him. He raised his stick above his head and brought it down with a clang on the barrier to get my attention. I was horrified to see heads turning our way from queues in the other bays.


‘Stop it,’ I said.


‘It all depends on you now,’ he barked. ‘There’s only you left.’


The old man lifted his stick again, and I thought he was going to set about battering the car. Unnerved, and frightened of an embarrassing scene, I slammed the door of the Escort and pulled sharply away from the kerb. In my rearview mirror, I saw the old man slump helplessly as two women came forward to guide him into a taxi.
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Once Samuel Longden was out of my company, I began to wonder whether he’d just been spinning me a yarn. He was old, and perhaps not entirely in touch with reality any more. A little bit unstable. Besides, what did I really know about him, other than what he’d told me himself?


There was no evidence to back up his claim to be so closely involved with my family. On the contrary, my parents had conspicuously failed to mention him. I hadn’t asked to see any proof, of course – it would have seemed incredibly rude. My emotions at being confronted by this man, a complete stranger who seemed so familiar, had completely swamped my journalistic instincts. I’d always been taught to check my sources, to get confirmation.


Back in 1987, I began my working life as a trainee reporter on one of the local papers. It was something I drifted into, just because an advert for the job appeared in the Echo in the same week that I returned home after graduating from the University of Birmingham. I’d studied Economics at Birmingham, but I never intended to be an economist. I wasn’t alone in that. Most of the students I knew had no idea what they wanted to do when they went out into the real world – they were only concerned about whether their grants would last out and where the next party was happening.


It’s different these days, I know. I think we were probably the last generation who saw no need to worry about the future. I’d certainly never concerned myself with the past. Part of my course was called Economic History, which dealt with the Industrial Revolution and all that stuff. Those were the lectures I skipped to spend lunchtimes in the pub.


I don’t talk about my Economics degree now. It seems to tempt sarcastic comments about how bad I am at managing my own money. Now all that’s left to me from those three years in Birmingham is some vague recollection in the back of my mind about the laws of supply and demand and the price mechanism, and a man called John Maynard Keynes.


But the world of newspapers couldn’t keep me interested either. At least, not the Lichfield Echo, with its constant diet of council meetings and summer fairs. I felt cut out for better things than reviewing the amateur dramatic society’s latest Alan Ayckbourn comedy or sitting in the magistrates’ court in Wade Street all day long listening to the dreary details of shoplifting and speeding offences.


So after a few years I went into Public Relations, deciding there was no future in local newspapers. Who wanted to read the Echo when there was television and local radio and the internet? I took a job as a PR officer for the county council at their offices sixteen miles away in Stafford. The journey by car was a bit too much sometimes, and that was my justification to move away from home. It was ridiculous that I should feel I needed an excuse, but I did.


It was impossible simply to tell my parents that I wanted to leave home, even though I was nearly thirty by then. It took a calculated campaign, with numerous references to the appalling traffic on the A51, the notorious accident black spot near Rugeley, and the bad weather when the north wind blew across Cannock Chase and iced up the road. I told my mother how difficult it was for me after a hard day’s work, and in the end she was almost relieved when I announced that I had the chance of sharing a first-floor flat in Stafford with a county council Information Technology Officer called Dan Hyde.


Dan was a real computer buff, and his enthusiasm was infectious. He’d persuaded me that the internet was the future, and there was a real killing to be made by the people who got in early. Six months ago, he’d told me he wanted to start a dot-com company aimed at businesses in the West Midlands. It couldn’t fail, he said. And he wanted me to join him. All it needed was a bit of capital to get it started.


I knew very little about running a business on the internet, but Dan was persuasive. He showed me lots of articles about dot-com start-ups with mind-boggling figures for their estimated value within months of being launched.


I remember him smiling at me smugly as I boggled over another string of zeros behind a pound sign.


‘See,’ he said. ‘We can make a killing. It’s exactly the right time.’


‘But this isn’t real money, is it? It’s only a notional value. No one makes any profit from a dot-com unless the company is sold.’


‘That’s why timing is so important. Right now, people are buying into the hype.’


‘So we create hype? Is that what we’re going to do?’


‘Exactly. We build it up big, then after a few years we do an IPO, make our fortunes, and get out.’ He rubbed his finger and thumb together. ‘Easy money, Chris.’


‘It sounds too easy.’


‘Well, as I said, it needs a bit of investment to get it off the ground. We’ve got to rent some premises, hire a few programmers, invest in the right tech. After that, it’s all about advertising and marketing. Creating that buzz. You’ll be the perfect guy to write the website content.’


I looked again at the articles. Many of these dot-coms hardly seemed to be doing anything tangible.


‘And you think an online auction site is the right choice?’ I asked.


‘Absolutely. Just like uBid or eBay in the USA. I showed you the figures—’


‘Yes, I’ve seen them.’


‘Fantastic, isn’t it? uBid only launched a few months ago, and they’ll be going public this year. We can do what they’re doing, but here in the UK. There’s a gap in the market.’


‘They specialise in consumer electronics, don’t they?’


‘Yes, laptops, computer hardware, business equipment, cellphones. We can do all that too. At least at first, then we can see how it goes, decide whether we want to expand into other areas. It doesn’t matter, because it’s all third-party sellers. We don’t hold any stock ourselves, everything is done online. A win-win situation, Chris.’


Then Dan had become exasperated with my hesitation.


‘Come on, Chris, you know you’ll love it,’ he said. ‘You were always the one who got excited about a new project. You can’t—’


He stopped suddenly.


‘What?’ I said.


But he hesitated. ‘Nothing.’


‘What were you going to say, Dan?’


‘Oh, just that you can’t pass up this opportunity.’ He shook his head as he sighed. ‘The old Chris Buckley wouldn’t have done.’


The old Chris Buckley? So who was I, this person standing here now? Apparently a different man from the one Dan Hyde had known, and perhaps everyone else I knew or worked with. In other people’s eyes, I was no longer the same Chris Buckley I’d been a few months ago, the old Chris who got excited about a new project and wouldn’t have passed up an opportunity. They didn’t know what to do about that change. And neither did I.


I looked again at the dazzling figures.


‘So what are we going to call it?’ I said.


Dan smiled. ‘I’ve already registered the domain. We’re calling it winningbid.uk.com. It has absolutely the right ring to it. Makes people think about winning straightaway. And that’s what we should do.’


His tactics had worked. Once I was on board, the project became the one thing that made my future seem brighter, a glowing vision of untold wealth in the not-too-distant future. It was like an oasis in the desert.


Gradually, I’d become convinced we were onto a real winner. Online retail was set to be a burgeoning market in the first years of the new millennium, and we were going to be right there at the cutting edge.


‘We’ve got to do the job properly,’ Dan had said. ‘A professional marketing campaign, corporate design. Remember who our target audience are – we want high-grade businesses to come on board. Image is everything, Chris.’


So I’d gone along with the idea of employing a graphic design agency and a marketing consultancy in Birmingham, who charged the earth. My eyes had nearly fallen out of their sockets when I saw their quotes, which involved figures so large they made me dizzy with anxiety.


Dan had soon packed in his county council job to launch the website. He said winningbid.uk.com was going to make our fortunes – but only once we’d recouped the money we put into it and paid back the frighteningly large bank loan we’d just committed ourselves to, with both of our names on the agreement.


Offices had been leased on an enterprise park near Trent Valley Station. I’d visited the unit and gazed in awe at the empty space we intended to fill. Dan wanted to get the sign up on the building as soon as possible, and that was the first remit for our designers. Equipment had been ordered, and the next step would be to start hiring staff. The costs were mounting up, but we had a lot of interest in advertising on the website, and within a year we’d be well established and heading for profit. Or so Dan told me.


It hadn’t been in the plan for me to part company with the county council quite so soon. Despite the bank loan and an investment from some anonymous backer Dan had found, there was no money in the kitty to pay me a salary – indeed, the flow of cash was entirely the other way for now.


Of course, there was no such thing as job security any more. I was on a fixed-term contract, and I’d known for some time that my term was coming to an end. The writing had been on the wall, and it didn’t take a genius to read it. After all, I’d been one of those whose task had been to put the best possible gloss on cuts and redundancies in other areas. My contract ended in three weeks’ time. And since I was owed fourteen days of my annual leave, I’d effectively already left the job. All that remained for me to do was turn up at the office for one last day, clear my desk and accept the ritual presentation from my colleagues.


So that was how I ended up back home in Lichfield. It was the last place on earth I wanted to be, but the flat in Stafford had become a luxury I could no longer pay for and would soon have no need for, once winningbid.uk.com went into profit.


There were no outright recriminations from my father that I’d failed to stick to a career, no ‘we told you so’, just a continuous cool, unspoken atmosphere of disapproval. My mother had died a few months before, the sudden onset of stomach cancer taking her away before my father even knew what was happening. I looked after him for a while, a duty I could never have imagined until it happened and there seemed to be no choice. But he faded rapidly. It was a heart attack that took him one night as he watched television in his armchair. I’d been at the pub with some friends, and I found him cold and stiff when I let myself back into the house at about half past eleven. ‘The Big Match’ was still blaring away on the TV screen.


At least, everyone said it was a heart attack. But they hadn’t seen him droop and fade once my mother had gone. They didn’t see the disappointment and resignation in his eyes when he looked at me every day. The fact is, my father hadn’t thought it worthwhile to carry on living. Not for my sake, anyway.


His death had helped me financially, of course. With no prospect of another full-time job after my contract ended and winningbid.uk.com draining every spare penny, my dead parents were now subsidising the cost of my board and lodging, as if I was a teenager who’d just left school, rather than a man in his thirties. The small amount of money that came to me in my father’s will would have to keep me going for the next twelve months.


Meanwhile, I was trying to cover my options by earning a bit of extra money as a freelance journalist, and that was hardly lucrative. Even my modest lifestyle was gradually eating into those few thousand pounds my father had left me. The car was getting old, the household bills were piling up, and I spent too much over the bar of my local, the Stowe Arms. By the time I said goodbye to my colleagues at Stafford, I would be practically penniless. Thank God there was no mortgage to pay on the house in Stowe Pool Lane.


But things would change. Life would get better soon. When our dot-com was the success that Dan and I planned, all of this would be forgotten.
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When I got back home after leaving Samuel Longden at the bus station, I parked the Escort under the car port and went in through the back door – a habit I’d got into, because this route wasn’t overlooked by the windows of the house next door. Rachel might sometimes be seen lurking in the back garden, but in winter she couldn’t be out there all the time.


My parents’ aged black cat, Boswell, hovered around me in the kitchen until I fed him his Whiskas, then I sprinkled some fish food into the heated tank in the sitting room. The fish had been my father’s hobby. They’re supposed to be relaxing, but I can’t say I ever noticed any beneficial effect on his temper.


I went into the front room, which I’ve converted into a makeshift office, with a computer on the table and a few bookshelves. I pulled the South Staffordshire phone book out of the sideboard and ran my finger down the ‘L’s until I found ‘Longden, Samuel’ next to an address in Whittington, a village five miles east of Lichfield.


Then I went out again and drove up Beacon Street to Safeway, where I filled the car up with petrol, wincing as my credit card crept another £30 nearer to its limit. I wandered around the aisles of the supermarket with a wire basket for a while, forcing myself to stock up with the essentials – coffee, milk and toilet paper, and enough frozen meals to last me a week.


I didn’t want to go back to the house after that. It was getting dark, and when I looked at my watch it occurred to me the work party from Fosseway Lock site would be in the pub by now after their day’s work. I wanted to know how it was that Samuel had come to find me. The person to ask was Andrew Hadfield. It was probably time I bought him a drink anyway, to keep him sweet. Finances would just about stretch that far.


The canal work parties normally retired to the Pipe Hill Inn on Walsall Road. Not every pub appreciates a score of sweaty, muddy labourers trampling over their carpets, but the Pipe Hill was also used by walkers heading for the Heart of England Way. I found Andrew in the middle of a small group of WRG volunteers, many of them women. The people on these weekend parties tended to be teachers and office workers, whose idea of fun was getting up to their knees in mud on their days off. During the summer, there were two-week camps when dozens of volunteers came from Italy, Germany, the USA and Spain to spend their holidays labouring.


‘Chris. Nice to see you again. Come and join the party.’


Andrew looked as though he’d already sunk a few pints of Marston’s Bitter. The high colour in his narrow face from a day out in the open was heightened by the beer. He was in blue jeans and an open-necked red-check work shirt, showing off his lean hips and wiry arms. During the week he commuted on the train from City Station to his architecture practice in Birmingham. But at weekends he seemed to have made it part of his job with the restoration trust to help supervise these work parties. Looking at the flushed faces and bright eyes of some of the women around him now, I wondered if they were the reason for his dedication.


I bought a round of drinks, noting that the women seemed to be getting through a large quantity of Smirnoff Mules and Metz, judging by the empty bottles on the table. I slid Andrew’s pint across and managed to squeeze into a spot opposite him. The bodies close around me smelled of sweat and soil, overlaid with cigarette smoke and the mingled sweetness of alcohol and feminine scents.


‘Had a good day, then?’ I asked.


‘Brilliant!’ they all said, practically in unison. One or two of them looked meaningfully at Andrew and laughed. He grinned at me, and I half-expected a conspiratorial wink.


‘We’re getting on well. We really got down to business today, didn’t we, girls?’


More laughter. I smiled tolerantly. They were a group who’d bonded by tackling a hard physical task, not to mention roughing it at night in a youth centre somewhere, and were now relaxing together. They deserved their fun. But in the process they’d become an intimate little unit of the kind that always makes someone outside the group feel uncomfortable, an unwelcome intruder who doesn’t even understand their language.


‘You know what you can do with your shovel,’ said a female voice. General hysterics followed, and I tried to laugh along with the in-joke.


‘I wanted to ask you about the old man, Andrew,’ I said finally, when the crowd thinned out for a trip to the loo.


‘Who? Oh, Mr Longden. Quite a touching reunion, Chris. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so gob-smacked. I take it the old chap came as a bit of a surprise?’


‘Like a bolt out of the blue.’


‘And other journalistic clichés, no doubt.’


‘I wondered how you happened to meet him.’


‘Actually, I’d seen him hanging around the lock site a few times. We get the occasional spectator, you know. Asking their damn fool questions usually. You know – “who let all the water out?”, that sort of thing. It’s no problem really – we like people to know what we’re doing. But this old chap wasn’t that sort. He was different.’


The loo party returned and fussed about taking orders for another round of drinks. I let one of them persuade me to have another half of Marston’s. That would be my limit, at least while I was driving, and until I could get to my local back home.


‘How do you mean, different?’ I said.


‘Well …’ Andrew frowned as he thought about it. But his concentration slipped as he watched the women at the bar, and I had to drag him back to the conversation.


‘The old man, Andrew.’


‘Yeah. Well, he never said anything for a while. In fact, he didn’t move around much, just stood there propped on his stick in that old overcoat. No matter how cold it was, he would stand there, staring. He didn’t look well to me. Physically, I mean. A bit frail. Almost as if he wasn’t all there, too. But he’s an old friend of the family, isn’t he, Chris? You must know him.’


He looked puzzled at my insistence, and I could see he was starting to get bored with the subject.


‘But how did you get talking to him, Andrew? If he wasn’t asking questions?’


‘Oh.’ He waved a hand vaguely at the rest of the group. ‘One day a couple of the girls got in conversation with him. He was interested in the history of the canal. But way back, you know – right back to when it was built. They were out of their depth. And so was I, to be honest. Then somebody mentioned your name. “Chris Buckley might know stuff like that. You should talk to him,” they said.’


I tried to picture the moment. Had the old man looked surprised to hear my name mentioned? Or had it been what he was expecting?


‘I can tell you, he got so excited, I thought he was going to have a seizure on the spot,’ said Andrew. ‘And then today he came back again, and there you were. Cue the great reunion. Fate, eh, Chris?’


‘Yes.’


But was it really fate? Or something more deliberate, with little left to chance? You might say I have a cynical and suspicious nature. But I had the feeling I was the object of some clever manoeuvring by a person who knew exactly what he was doing. And the manipulation had started even before we’d met.


I drained my beer and told Andrew I had to be going.


‘Sure you won’t have another? We’ll be here for a while yet. The girls are just getting into the swing.’


‘No, I’m driving.’


‘Oh, so I see.’ Andrew peered out of the window and sneered at my old Escort parked near his bright red Jaguar XJS. ‘I suppose you have to save your energy for pedalling.’


I didn’t humour him with an answer, but my ears grew warm at the giggles from around the table. They were all well on their way to getting drunk, and I was far from it. The world seems a harsh and lonely place when you’re the only one sober.


‘This old family friend of yours, Chris,’ said Andrew as I stood up to leave. Suddenly he looked more clear-headed, and his eyes were assessing me. ‘Do you think he might have a bit of money, then?’


I shrugged. I didn’t know what to say. His question had struck straight to the heart of what I’d been thinking all afternoon, but hadn’t yet admitted to myself. Suddenly I’d found an elderly friend of the family in a frail condition. A man who was almost like an uncle, and who was, by his own admission, not poor. ‘There’s only you left,’ he’d said. Only me left for what? That was the question. It’s a sad fact that poverty can make you see the chance of money in everything.


‘Well, like I say,’ grinned Andrew, seeing my expression, ‘it could be fate.’
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I woke up on Monday with a thick head after staying until closing time at the Stowe Arms. I’d become involved in a game of darts with some of the regulars, and recalled having lost money on a bet when my darts had bounced all over a board I could barely see by that time. Sure enough, my wallet was empty, and my pockets were cleaned out of change. I knew my current account was already overdrawn, which meant I would very soon be raiding the dwindling savings account.


After a few cups of coffee, I set about putting together an article on the advancing restoration of the Ogley and Huddlesford Canal, which I intended to try on one of the waterways magazines – Waterways World perhaps, or Canal and Riverboat. With a picture or two, it might earn me a few quid. It was peanuts, but everything counted.


With that thought in mind, I unloaded the film from my camera and set off to clear my head with a walk into the city centre to drop the film off at Boots for twenty-four-hour processing. Rachel was cleaning her front windows, and she called a cheerful ‘good morning’. I surprised her by not heading for my car, but walking away with a perfunctory wave. With the first blast of cold air, my thoughts were starting to stir again in a rational manner, and I couldn’t do with being interrupted by one of Rachel’s interrogations.


I was unsure exactly how to play the situation at the moment, but I knew that I didn’t want Samuel to come to the house in Stowe Pool Lane. Not just yet.


I suppose it was a defensive reaction – I was reluctant to let him penetrate any further into my solitary life and upset my routine. It was a means of keeping him at arm’s length. Instead, I’d arranged to meet him on Tuesday outside the bookshop in the Cathedral Close. He’d expressed a wish to see the cathedral properly for the first time in many years. I had no objection. On a Tuesday, it should be quiet enough. But I’d have to be careful not to let him tire himself so much that he was driven to an embarrassing outburst of the kind that had ended our last meeting. That had almost made me decide not to see him again.


So when Tuesday morning came, I walked up Gaia Lane towards The Close. The day was bright and clear again, and birds were clustered on the water – ducks and geese, gulls and swans, and a handful of smaller birds. Coots or moorhens, I was never sure which.


A few people ambled around Minster Pool on the perimeter path, some walking their dogs, others in pairs, deep in conversation, all huddled up in their coats against the cold or the intrusion of the outside world. Work was still taking place high on the south side of the cathedral, where scaffolding seemed to have been in place for months.


The old man was waiting outside the bookshop, gazing up at the three great sandstone spires they call ‘the Ladies of the Vale’ and the vast Gothic facade of the west front, which never fails to awe me. The carvings that cover the stonework are rows and rows of kings and saints, sculpted by medieval craftsmen who laboured for years to create their masterpiece. A vast well of love and devotion had been poured into that structure of wood and stone.


Samuel was still in his black overcoat and carrying his ivory-handled stick. But there was fresh life in his face, as if he’d spent the intervening hours sleeping and recharging his energy.


‘How old is the cathedral?’ he asked. ‘I can never remember things like that.’


‘There’s been a cathedral here for thirteen centuries,’ I said. ‘This one was started about 1195.’


‘More facts from your journalist’s bag of tricks.’


‘That’s right.’


‘Ah, but you’re not a journalist any more, are you, Christopher? My information is a little vague.’


‘In a way. I leave my job at the county council in three weeks’ time. I’m trying to earn some money as a freelance while I get a new project off the ground.’


He nodded as he stared up at the soaring spires. ‘It took them a long time to build, I suppose.’


‘A hundred and fifty years, I think.’


‘A very long time. Generations. It must have taken an awful lot of commitment and patience. But they built it to last, didn’t they? Did you check up on me, Christopher?’ he asked. ‘I assumed you would. Are you satisfied now?’


I flushed instantly. ‘I’m satisfied there is such a person as Samuel Longden.’


‘I see.’


I knew I must have hurt him. I was throwing his approach back in his face. I had no idea how hard it might have been for him to make himself known after so many years of rejection and isolation. I couldn’t meet his eye. It seemed such a cruel thing to do to an old man who’d only sought out his friend’s grandchild in his last years.


‘It’s just a precaution,’ I said. ‘You know a lot about me, but I know nothing about you at all. I didn’t even know you existed until two days ago.’


‘I do understand. But I think I can put your mind at rest on all counts.’


‘Do you want to go inside and have some tea?’


‘Do you mind if we walk for a while?’


‘Not at all, if you’re sure you want to.’


‘Perhaps a slow perambulation around The Close?’


I soon discovered what a perambulation was. Our progress was slow, and Samuel wanted to pause often, to admire the cathedral from a different angle, or to study the buildings around The Close – the Bishop’s Palace, the Cathedral School, the Deanery. At other times, he seemed simply to want to rest, or gather his thoughts, as he began to tell his story.


He was eighty-three years old, born during the Great War, in which his father had fought and died, like so many others. When he left school, Samuel had gone to work for Seward’s, a small independent brewery at Sandfields on the Birmingham Road, which has long since disappeared. The Lichfield area was known for its brewing industry in those days, as its water supply was ideal for ale making.


Samuel proved a bright and capable boy, and he’d caught the eye of old Benjamin Seward, the brewery owner, who’d encouraged him to learn every aspect of the business. The Second World War had intervened, but on his return Samuel had become a manager and gained influence in the company, which expanded its chain of pubs and became very successful. Seward made him a partner, and when the old man died, he left Samuel in sole charge.


Many independents had been bought out by the larger brewery chains by then, but Samuel had decided to hang on. The Sandfields brewery and its small string of traditional pubs became more and more valuable, until in the late 1960s he finally sold to a national company based in Burton on Trent. Now the Lichfield water was pumped to Burton for the breweries. But the sale had left Samuel extremely well-off.


‘We used to move goods by canal at one time,’ he said. ‘Seward’s was built backing onto the Ogley and Huddlesford. Barley and hops came in by boat, and barrels of beer went out the same way. We switched to road transport, of course, because it was more efficient. That was my decision, in the late 1940s. I suppose we helped to hasten the end of the canal trade.’


‘What have you been doing since you sold out?’ I asked. ‘It’s a long time to be retired.’


He smiled. ‘I’ve never been a man to sit and stagnate. I’ve had several other projects. And I suppose I’ve been fortunate, in that I’ve been able to spend time with my family.’


‘Ah, you’re married?’


‘I was.’


I could see the pound signs retreating from me rapidly at this news. Of course, there was no reason why I should have imagined Samuel to be as alone as I was. No reason, except the gut recognition of a man losing the ability to communicate with the outside world.


‘And I suppose you have children,’ I said. ‘Grandchildren perhaps?’


He ignored me as if I hadn’t spoken. It seemed his mind was running along a different track entirely, which allowed no room for irrelevant small talk.


‘Christopher,’ he said, ‘there’s something I find very difficult to talk about. I hope you’ll understand and forgive this in an old man. It’s something you need to know, but it’s very hard for me to find the right way to tell you.’


‘To do with your family?’


He was peering at a figure of King Charles II in a stone alcove. It was Charles who ordered the restoration of Lichfield Cathedral in the seventeenth century, but time had eroded his face into a grotesque mask, unrecognisable as human.


‘To do with your grandfather,’ said Samuel.


Now it was my turn to stop. ‘George Buckley? Like I said, he died long before I was born.’
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