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1


He’d left her everything: the house, and the mortgage, even the car, because that would be found where he had abandoned it near the river. She’d think he’d jumped in, and after a while his death would be presumed and she’d get probate. Did that take seven years? There might be complications but she would be able to carry on a normal life. He didn’t think she’d hurry to report him missing. She wouldn’t want him back. By the time she took action, or the car was found, he’d be far away.


He’d made no plans. He had no goal. He was a broken, defeated man and he did not know what else to do. At least she would be free of him, free from the shame.


At first, when he was released on bail before the trial, he had planned to kill himself, but that would have been too easy. It would have been a confession of guilt, but then she and everyone else he cared about believed he’d done it.


Andrew, his student son, had said, ‘Surely there are other ways, Dad,’ almost with pity, but contempt had been there, too. The boy had been mocked by his friends, and so had Jackie, his daughter, who was still at school. It had been worse for her, because they had always been so close.


‘I can’t expect you to understand, only to believe in me,’ he’d said, and had made a move to hug her, but she had drawn back from him in revulsion. That was what had killed his final hope of support.


Lesley, his wife, had at first accepted what he told her had happened, but when he was dismissed from Lavery’s, the large store where he was a departmental manager, she had changed her mind.


He’d been given no opportunity to defend himself before it went to court. There was no internal enquiry, and at that stage taking legal action would have meant risking a huge financial loss if he failed. He had consulted a solicitor who had pointed out the hazards.


‘It seems you’ve got no proof,’ he said. ‘It’s her word against yours. You’d need witnesses to testify on your behalf.’


He had tried to find them, but none of his colleagues was prepared to be involved, though one or two showed sympathy, and even regret.


‘You’d have been safe if you’d gone along with it,’ said Bob, from soft furnishings. ‘That’s what I did, and after a bit she let me go.’ He’d grinned, sheepishly. ‘It was all right,’ he said. ‘An experience. Taught me to be more careful in the future.’


‘What if Polly’d found out?’ he’d asked, horrified. Polly was Bob’s wife.


‘She didn’t,’ Bob had answered. ‘And if you tell her,’ he’d added, suddenly menacing, ‘I’ll say you made it up to get yourself off the hook.’


But then she’d gone to the police, made it public.


Disappearing now, he’d got some money – not a lot, because if he took any out of the bank account, suicide would be discounted. He had almost a hundred pounds, saved from his social security payment; his watch, which he could sell; and he took the radio from the car because that was what car thieves went for and it would look as if the abandoned vehicle had been pillaged. He left it unlocked, with the keys in the ignition.


It was to be a long time before the thought of revenge occurred to him.


Autumn seemed to be lasting for ever. Frances Dixon could not remember when the trees had displayed such brilliant shades of gold and russet, and for so long. Throughout October the leaves hung upon the branches, reluctant to give up their hold, and sunlight shafted down among them for days on end. She savoured it. Such moments were for treasuring.


She spent many hours working in her garden, planting still more bulbs, though in the years since she had lived at Badger’s End she had naturalised hundreds under the apple trees. It was partly because of its name and partly because of its garden that she had bought the house nearly ten years ago, in an act of defiance. It was a square Edwardian stone house with a slate roof: not beautiful, but sound.


‘It seems solid enough,’ her daughter Hazel had grudgingly admitted, when brought on a voyage of inspection, permitted by her mother only after the contract had been signed. Frances had sold her house in Hertfordshire quite easily and at a good price; she had lived there for a long time, and she moved before the recession sent prices down.


Hazel had thought her mother, who was sixty-two years old at the time, mad to move so far away, at her age.


‘What will you do if you’re ill?’ she had demanded.


‘Call the doctor,’ Frances replied. ‘As I should here, if I were bad enough.’


‘Your friends,’ her daughter had said. ‘It’s hard to make new ones at your age.’


‘What friends?’ her mother had asked, with asperity.


In recent years, many houses in the neighbourhood had changed hands and were occupied by younger families. People Frances had known had moved away or died, but Hazel had grown used to having her mother close at hand, a captive babysitter on whom her own successful career in public relations had depended. If any of Hazel’s three children were ill, or the au pair proved unsatisfactory, Hazel enrolled her mother to hold the fort, never even saying that she didn’t know how she would manage without Frances’s support.


But when I was raising you, I had to do it, Frances longed to scream at her, forced by her daughter to abandon a planned theatre visit, or a supper party for those few of her friends remaining in the area, because one of Hazel’s children had to be collected from the station, or because Hazel’s sister, Arabella, a physicist married to another physicist living in Cambridge, had a rush of work or a domestic crisis and sent an appeal. Frances loved her grandchildren, but there were so many of them – Hazel’s three, Arabella’s five (and who knew if there might not be more) and three stepchildren from her husband’s previous marriage. In school holidays, the daughters never seemed to think their own mother needed a break too as they made plans for her to look after their families. When she retired, and wanted time to learn to paint or follow interests of her own, she was completely at their mercy and it had all become too much.


If I’m not near, they can’t send for me, Frances had decided one day after she fell and broke her wrist. The pain was intense, and she felt weepy. I’m tired of being brave, she recognised, while managing to be stoical on the way to hospital.


Luckily it was her left wrist. Frances was right-handed. She had plenty of time to reflect as she patiently endured the weeks in plaster waiting for it to heal.


Frances had been widowed when she was forty, and she had brought up her two daughters on her own. It had not been easy, and now she felt she was rearing her grandchildren as well. She had deeply loved her husband, who was a freelance travel writer, and when he died suddenly of a heart attack while caught up in a riot in South America, he left her little in the way of insurance: only enough to clear the mortgage. At the time, though, that was a considerable boon; rising and falling interest rates had not affected her. She had already returned to part-time teaching, for he was often away and, apart from the increased income, working occupied her mind. She was thankful that her own career left her free in the school holidays; if either of her own girls were ill in term-time, there was a woman she could call upon to help and who would look after them when Frances went out in the evenings, which wasn’t very often.


Hazel and Arabella seemed unable to find such people. Perhaps they no longer existed, or perhaps neither of them understood how to treat those who worked for them. Certainly, au pairs turned over at a rapid rate in both households. Hazel’s was orderly, running to strict timetables with everything minutely planned, while Arabella lived in academic chaos, even squalor. Since both had had the same upbringing – a sort of halfway house between the two – Frances had decided that environment was not the most important factor in development, though it must be an influence. Genes were responsible for many aspects of an individual’s disposition. Her husband had been volatile, often disorganised, intensely sensitive; she was more pragmatic, less prone to sudden whims and enthusiasms. She sometimes wondered how their marriage, cut short so suddenly, would have endured; it had been a passionate and fulfilling partnership, and she still missed him, thinking of him every day of her life. Would their natures have polarised through the years? Would they have irritated one another, or would they, as she liked to think, have drawn closer, become more like each other, less extreme?


She would never discover.


Life in Chingbury was very different from what she had known before. Badger’s End was on the outskirts of the village, which, when she moved in, was still small, but as the years passed it had expanded. There were now some small clusters of modern houses where people lived who worked as far away as Swindon.


Frances had spent the first years taming the garden, learning as she went. She had always enjoyed keeping the small plot behind the Hertfordshire house in order; it had a lawn, where the girls had played badminton, and there were small borders where she put bedding plants and grew roses; there was never time for more. Now, the fresh air and the freedom – even the rain, and the occasional snowfall – were a benison to her. For at least a year she revelled in the knowledge that if she wanted to make the trip to Bristol to the theatre, or to the nearer cinema, she could go, without having to change her plans at the last minute. She did not miss her family at all. She’d really only seen them, she concluded, when they needed her: the sudden trips she’d had to make to Hazel’s house, and the late drive home or early morning departure ready for her own work had been very taxing as the years had gone by.


Soon after breaking her wrist, while she was staying with Hazel – not because of her own injury but because Hazel had a product launch – she had heard Hazel say to a friend, who had come to show her some fabric samples for proposed new curtains, that she didn’t know how they’d cope when Frances went gaga.


‘How will you know when she has flipped?’ asked the friend, who was an interior designer.


‘Oh, she’ll start losing things and she won’t know the name of the prime minister,’ said Hazel. ‘There are tests.’


Ice-cold fury filled Frances as she overheard these words. She walked straight out of the house and stormed round the streets muttering angrily beneath her breath, and did not return for two hours, then had to apologise to Hazel for alarming her by her unexplained absence. She had not stayed long enough to hear Hazel’s friend reprove her for her heartlessness and tell her she was lucky to have a mother; her own had died and was much missed.


‘My father died when I was eight,’ said Hazel, but she didn’t win that round because her friend then reminded her that Frances had brought her up alone when there was very little help for single mothers, even widows, whereas now it almost paid a woman not to marry.


The two women made up their tiff over some wine. Hazel, after all, was single now, though her ex-husband paid proper maintenance for the children.


It might do them good to spend more time with him, Frances had sometimes thought, stifling guilt lest she seem to be abandoning them. But they were all now in their teens, the two elder ones at university.


She’d always rather liked her son-in-law; she’d found him more congenial than Arabella’s physicist. He was a systems analyst, and he had taken off with a secretary from his office.


The friend had gone when Frances returned after going to a pub for a whisky. As soon as she went back to Hertfordshire she had telephoned the estate agent, any earlier doubts about the wisdom of her plan dismissed.


She had never once regretted what she had done. She made friends, slowly, over time; they were not like old friends, who knew one’s history and to whom long spells without contact made no difference because threads were picked up and links renewed as if the last meeting had been only days before. She had had to make an effort, joining a painting class, a gardening club and going to local fine arts lectures. Gradually, over the years, she had dropped out of these activities, spending more and more time in her garden, by now knowledgeable herself. She visited other gardens, too: notable ones within a day’s driving distance, and once every year she went on holiday which took her to gardens overseas not normally open to the public. Likeminded travellers made up each group, mostly women, but there were a few men too. Some of the women were themselves garden designers; what a fine career, Frances thought, and wondered if Charlotte, the granddaughter she thought needed her the most, would ever consider doing that. Perhaps she would like to go with her grandmother on the next garden holiday? But perhaps not: perhaps she sought young company and a sunny beach.


Frances was spending some of these glorious October weeks paying late visits to gardens which she went to every year. Soon they would close down until the spring.


This Saturday, she was setting off for Singleton, a manor house some thirty miles away. She’d have her lunch there, in the Orangery.


Denis Smith sat in the back of the Ford Transit van. He felt quite excited, setting off for a day in the country, and being paid for going. The van had been driven out of London by Orlando, but at the service station where Tessa had met them, she had taken over. It was clear that she was now the boss. She was quite a looker, Denis thought, with her red curly hair and pale skin, and blue eyes like he imagined the sea must be. He’d never seen the sea.


Denis had come along with Biff, whom he’d met while they were both doing community service – Denis for theft, Biff for trying to set fire to a pet shop.


‘Them little animals, all cooped up. It ain’t right,’ he’d said to Denis. Biff was broad and strong, with dark curly hair worn rather long, a snake tattooed on one arm, and Save the Apes with a representation of St Francis on the other. As they painted a community hall together, he told Denis about St Francis talking to the animals and how harmless beasts were used in animal experimentation and were hunted for pleasure. ‘It ain’t right,’ he repeated. ‘Them as does it are like animals.’


Denis said, rashly, ‘But you want to save animals.’


‘Yeah. Stands to reason, they can’t save theirselves,’ said Biff. ‘Besides, sometimes you get paid,’ he added, irrelevantly, as it seemed.


‘Paid? What for?’ asked Denis.


‘For helping them out. Making a noise. Throwing smoke bombs. Letting the dogs out,’ said Biff. ‘It depends. It’s a laugh, anyway.’


When Denis agreed to go on Biff’s next excursion, he learned that they were to receive fifty pounds each for the day’s activities, and meals. For Biff and Denis, neither of whom had ever had a steady job nor tried very hard to get one, this was novel. Denis hadn’t thought too much about their destination, or the ethics of their cause. It was something to do, and Biff, now, was his mate. This was good, because Biff kept others off his back. Denis was not good at fending for himself, and when he begged, his takings were sometimes stolen by other, brasher beggars. His flat, when the social found him one, had been invaded, too, by squatters, and it was Denis who, in the end, had moved out because they were into drugs and fighting. At the moment he was sleeping in a shed at the back of an empty shop in a derelict area where the recession had hit hard. Biff spent a night there now and then, when he had nowhere better to go. Denis didn’t know where he was at other times. It was better not to ask people about their movements.


Biff said that their next project – he called it that – was to free animals kept caged and used to test drugs. He didn’t know the location. Tessa and Orlando always kept the targets secret until they were on their way, in case the news leaked out.


When they reached the service area where Tessa joined them, she was waiting in a black VW Golf. She got out and opened the back, and Orlando helped her transfer several bags and packages which they stowed in the transit, having told the others to form a screen to hide their actions from onlookers. As well as Biff and Denis, there were Steve and Jet, who were already in the van when Orlando collected Denis and Biff from a roadside in Hammersmith, where they’d gone by Tube. Biff had paid, saying he’d get their fares back from Orlando.


Denis wondered what was in the bags and bundles. He saw something dark and shiny, like the barrel of a shotgun, but it was stowed away in an instant and he hoped he was mistaken. He hadn’t reckoned on getting mixed up with anything violent. Letting rabbits out of cages wasn’t even criminal damage, was it, if you did it peacefully? He was unaware that the holdalls contained empty bottles, tins of lighter fuel, and dry rags, and that there was a crowbar.


Biff had brought a rucksack which held cans of beer. He seemed to know all the others well, telling Denis he’d been on several trips with them and reminiscing about how they’d freed some sheep who were going to be sent to market, and how they’d set fire to a factory where drugs tested on animals were packed.


Steve and Jet held hands in the back of the van and seemed more intent on one another than the present cause. Denis didn’t take much notice of them, and Biff concentrated on Tessa and Orlando, talking loudly, discussing the passing traffic, until Tessa told him to keep quiet and let her concentrate. Orlando, who wore shabby jeans and a drab khaki jacket, seemed ordinary enough but he talked a bit posh, and so did Tessa, though she said very little at first. She drove fast, aggressively.


Orlando was not his real name. He’d been christened Roland like his father but had turned it around when he created a new identity for himself after his mother failed to return from a holiday in Greece; she had decided to stay there with a man called Spiros who ran a car rental business. Roland senior had consoled himself with a series of affairs with much younger women, but had not remarried, devoting most of his energies to increasing his already considerable income. In due time he had launched his son on a career as a banker. By day, Orlando wore a dark suit and sleeked back his fair hair with gel. At weekends, his spare hours were, when she agreed, spent with Tessa, or working on her behalf as she hunted down those who, in her view, oppressed dumb animals.


Sitting behind Orlando in the van, Denis felt that he was on the brink of a whole new existence, all thanks to Biff.


Denis was eighteen, and had been in care for most of his life, moving between various children’s homes and several sets of foster parents until, after his sixteenth birthday, he was deemed independent and expected to fend for himself. This was when he was placed in a council flat, a boy alone, to be eventually forced out of it by other boys. Rootless and quite frightened, he had drifted round amusement arcades and cheap cafés, meeting other youngsters like himself, none with effective parents or a secure adult in the background. They hid their fears beneath a brash bravado. Some were into drugs and Denis had tried that, but beyond the odd smoke, he wasn’t interested. Besides, it cost money and he had none. He’d had a job for a while, sweeping up at the back of a pub, but it was only part-time and after a few days he was sacked because he had put the rubbish in the wrong bin.


‘Can’t you read?’ the exasperated landlord had demanded, when for the third time Denis had mixed dust, grime and general detritus with tins, and had, accidentally, caused some waste paper to catch light.


Denis couldn’t, not properly, just a few words here and there.


‘Anyway, where’s your sense?’ the landlord had added, not waiting for an answer. ‘Can’t you see what’s what?’


After that, Denis had started begging, and had done quite well in subways and in shopping centres, though you had to watch out for the police. He was sleeping rough when he was arrested, with another youth, for breaking into a newsagent’s. Denis had kept watch while his companion robbed the till. He’d admitted, then, to other thefts, things he’d sold for cash, but he didn’t mention the coat he was wearing at the time of his arrest. He needed it. He was listed as being of no fixed address, and he almost hoped to be sent to a young offenders’ prison. If so, he would be housed, fed and clothed and told what to do. His friend, who had a history of past crimes and was older, did go down, but Denis, still under eighteen at the time, was spared.


‘Lucky for you,’ said Biff, when he heard this story, minus the bit about not being able to read. Denis, small and fair-haired, with blue eyes and scarcely any growth of beard, might have had a bad time inside.


Protecting Denis made Biff feel good, and when he met Tessa and Orlando at a demonstration, his life acquired a purpose.


Biff had gone to the demonstration with no convinced opinions; he’d seen the protestors gathering, with their banners, and attached himself to their ranks. It was all about sheep, sending them abroad for slaughtering. Cruel, people said, and how would you like to be cramped up in a truck without food and water? Biff had found himself marching along near Tessa; her red hair was tucked up under a woollen cap and he saw it only later, when they were all drinking beer outside a pub. Orlando – her bloke, as Biff thought of him then – had bought it for them and included Biff and some others in the round. He’d eagerly agreed to go on more demonstrations with them when he discovered that Tessa and Orlando went on small private expeditions and wanted back-up, for which they were prepared to pay a fee, and later he decided that he must introduce young Denis to the team. Orlando seemed to run it, and Biff took Denis to meet him one evening. It meant going up West, and meeting at a pub. Denis enjoyed himself. He said very little, sipping his beer and nodding when Orlando asked if he was available at weekends and at short notice.


Orlando thought he seemed a pleasant enough youth, and he was small and slight, which could be useful for wriggling under wire and taking risks which neither Orlando nor Tessa was prepared to run. Tessa maintained, on some occasions, that they needed extra bodies, to provide a diversion from their main attack. Jet and Steve, whom Orlando had recruited earlier, were convinced animal rights defenders; these two, Biff and Denis, were more opportunist, but this made them no less useful. Tessa would be pleased with Denis, he decided.


Biff was the go-between. He telephoned Orlando, who had a mobile phone, to make arrangements.


Parting from them, Orlando gave each of them ten pounds for their evening’s expenses, and went back to his flat. He would spend the evening sketching posters for Tessa’s crusade against the drug barons. She said they still did dreadful things to mice and rabbits, testing out their theories.


You had to, didn’t you, before you tried them out on humans? That was what Orlando thought, but Tessa meant more to him than just her theories, and if going along with them earned him her favour, he was prepared to do it. Besides, there was a lot to be said for using more natural remedies, like herbs and flowers, as in ancient times.


Their next trip, Denis’s first outing with them, was to thwart the efforts of a team financed by a major drug company which was engaged in some long-term research into, among other things, the causes of nervous diseases. Some of their experiments, it was alleged, were cruel and unnecessary.


Orlando had organised his part in the expedition with meticulous care. The van was hired from a garage he had not used before and he arrived on foot, having travelled there by public transport. Once or twice there had been violence on these trips and it was wise to leave no trail.


They were travelling west. Denis, sitting behind Orlando, could see some traffic ahead of them but very little more. The doors at the back of the van were solid. He hoped they’d soon arrive. This was boring.


After a while, they turned off and began to travel along narrower single carriageway roads. Orlando had a map out and was consulting it. He and Tessa seemed to be in some disagreement about the route they should be taking, and Biff and Denis heard her say, quite sharply, ‘This is the way we’re going, Orlando. This is my campaign.’


‘That’s Tessa for you,’ Biff said airily, to Denis, who, free from any responsibility for himself, just nodded.


Soon they turned off again, and now they were in what was just a lane. Staring past Orlando’s head, Denis saw a lot of green bushes, like in parks, and there were trees with leaves on, brown and a sort of orange. Nice. They were travelling quite fast when suddenly towards them came a car, a small blue one. They’d had it, Denis thought: there was going to be a smash. But Tessa had jammed on the brakes and started blasting on the horn.


There were no seat-belts in the back. All four of them were catapulted forward, but unhurt. Tessa paid no heed, revving the engine while the blue car reversed away. What if it hit something coming up behind, Orlando thought, and called out, ‘God, Tessa, look where you’re going, can’t you?’


But Tessa was advancing on the retreating car, blasting her horn and flashing her lights as she did so.


‘It’s only some old bat,’ she said. ‘She can bloody well get out of my way,’ and she continued to move forward until the blue car reached a passing spot where the road widened. It drew in, and Tessa accelerated, roaring past Frances Dixon with a final loud blast on the horn.


‘She’s as much right on the road as we have,’ Orlando growled, lowering his head to avoid recognition by the other driver in case she filed a complaint.


‘Don’t be so wet, Orlando,’ Tessa said.


She always chose confrontation; negotiation was a weakness, in her view. He found this strange and disconcerting, but it made her more exciting.


Now that they had survived the encounter, Denis felt elated. This was better than hanging round street corners waiting for something to happen.


Something was happening.


Of those in the back, only Denis and Biff really saw the other car.
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What should he call himself?


Walking away from his car, giving it a final pat because it had served all the family well for years, Philip Winter contemplated being reborn under another name. He could be Tom Harris, he thought: that was a straightforward sort of name, and, indeed, he remembered that the science master at his school had been named Harris. He was a genial man who wore hand-knitted cardigans and had a pretty daughter. But was adopting a false identity an offence? And what about social security: he would not be able to obtain it without proof of identity. He could say he had lost his papers – had them stolen. You read about fraud all the time, and while he was at Lavery’s, he’d witnessed some of it. Maybe he would be able to manage without state aid or documents. He could try.


He felt a huge sense of loss as he set off, leaving his past behind, and he was afraid, but the fear was no worse than the horror which had preceded it, and now he had shed his responsibilities. He had no problems except his own survival, and he didn’t care a great deal about that.


He turned away from the river, intending to go to the nearest station and catch the first train out of it that travelled north. It was a beautiful October afternoon, warm enough for summer. After a prolonged wet and chilly spell, the weather had turned glorious and the bronze leaves still clung to the trees he passed as he walked towards the centre of the town. He had never been here before, which had seemed a good enough reason for visiting it now.


Unless someone stole his car, the police would notice it and make enquiries. They’d start looking for him here, maybe in the river. How would Lesley feel then? Would she be sad, or relieved? When they didn’t find his body, would she be anxious? He couldn’t imagine her reaction, and at the moment, he simply didn’t care. Walking on, he came to a long distance bus station. A coach was about to leave, and he saw that it was heading west. On impulse, he boarded it.


‘All the way,’ he said extravagantly, offering a twenty-pound note. Some change would come in handy.


He took a seat near the back, a man of forty-two, dark-haired, wearing a trench-coat and dark trousers: no one special. He spoke to no one, gazing out of the window as they bowled along, and when they stopped in Salisbury, he got off, though the coach was going on to Bournemouth. It was dark now, and he had nowhere to spend the night. Should he spend money on a bed and breakfast place? He walked around the town, trying to decide, but it would use up precious funds. He could spend most of the evening in a pub if he nursed a drink, and he did this, making half a pint last for two hours, then going out into the street again. Eventually, he found a bench seat and stretched out on it for the remainder of the chilly night. His spirits fell as the temperature dropped and he thought how much one took for granted: even when the world had turned against him, until now food and shelter had not disappeared. He did not sleep.


When daylight came, he started moving once again, trying to restore his circulation. He must have a cup of tea and something to eat. That needn’t cost a lot. Then he’d resume his plan of heading north, and he’d spend no more money on his travel. He would hitch a lift.


Walking round the streets, he couldn’t find an open café, so he headed towards the outskirts, hoping at a major road junction to pick up a ride. The weather was still fine, but, so early, it was cold, and cars whizzed past him as he walked on, thumb extended when a vehicle passed by. At last a man in a pick-up, with a dog in the back, took him to a main crossroads, and there he waited for a long time before a tanker driver stopped for him, saying he liked a bit of company. You met all sorts of folks on the road, he said, but he never gave lifts to girls. They meant trouble – they could be running away from home, or on the game, or looking for prey.


‘What do you mean by that?’ asked Philip.


‘You may be trying to persuade them to go home,’ said the driver. ‘But they’ll still cry rape and land you in a lot of strife.’


‘I believe you,’ Philip answered, fervently.


The driver wanted to know where he was going and why he chose to hitch. It was surprisingly easy to invent a reason, Philip found. He said his car had been stolen, with all his money which was in his jacket. He’d gone to the toilet at a service area, he said, and had locked the car but that hadn’t stopped two lads from taking it away.


‘Didn’t the police offer to run you home?’ the driver asked.


‘I haven’t told them yet,’ said Philip. ‘I’ll do it when I get home. My wife’s away,’ he added. ‘Otherwise I’d have rung her.’


What an unlikely tale, thought the driver.


‘It’ll probably be on video, at the service area,’ he pointed out. ‘I hope you get it sorted.’ He thought his passenger might have walked away from some serious problem, even a police court. Obviously he’d slept rough last night; you’d only got to look at him, with his crumpled trench-coat and his bristly chin. Still, he seemed harmless enough, and the driver, who had seen his share of life’s difficulties, probed no further. It wasn’t his business. If the police were after the guy, as seemed most likely, they’d soon find him. He put a fresh tape in his stereo and they drove on to the accompaniment of a country and western medley. After a while, Philip fell asleep.


The tanker was heading north. Philip woke when the driver stopped for petrol.


‘Got to have a rest now, mate,’ he said. ‘You can hang on if you want, but you might like to find yourself another ride.’


He’d had enough of this passenger, who had proved to be poor company, and he didn’t want to see him on a wanted poster and feel obliged to mention they had met. The man had a car radio in his raincoat pocket; the driver had noticed it when he slumped over to slumber in a more comfortable position than his original upright pose. Maybe it was stolen.


‘It’s all right. I need a bite to eat,’ said Philip, who had woken feeling rather faint. He’d had no food since breakfast the previous morning; just the beer last night, and a packet of crisps he’d bought to go with it. ‘Thanks anyway,’ he added.


He’d slept heavily as they drove along: he’d no idea where they were or how far they had travelled. For months now, ever since it happened, he’d been sleeping badly. Perhaps, as he had severed his connections with the past, he’d be able to sleep properly again.


Before eating, he went to the men’s toilet, where he washed his face and hands. That made him feel better. Food here was expensive, but a good meal should last him all day, so he bought egg, chips and sausages, with baked beans, and had a pot of tea. The place was very busy and he had to queue. He hoped he wouldn’t see the driver in the cafeteria; he ought to spread himself around, obtain another lift from someone else.


He supposed you could live here if you had nowhere else to go. These places stayed open round the clock; there were food and shelter, and cloakroom facilities, though no showers. Philip smiled at the idea. It wasn’t so way out. Why shouldn’t he spend the day here, and even the night; then leave? He’d wait, anyway, until the driver who had brought him had moved on. Money was going to be the problem. He had been receiving unemployment benefit since losing his job. Perhaps he could go on getting it elsewhere; didn’t those New Age travellers who camped at Stonehenge and such spots go on drawing it, with special arrangements made to give it to them, regardless of where they were? They couldn’t be actively seeking work: it was a weird system.


He’d been able to find no other job because each employer wanted to know why he had left his last one, and required a reference, which Lavery’s were not prepared to supply.


Maybe he could find work where he would be paid in cash. He could do gardening, but the season was about to end. He could decorate – he was a dab hand at paper-hanging. He wasn’t much of a carpenter – simple shelving fixed on brackets and fitting hooks were about his level.


Musing, he drank his tea. Who were all these people round him? Where were they going, and why? He wondered about them, idly watching the shuffling customers with their trays. What an anonymous sort of place. He couldn’t sit here all day long; he’d have to walk around, and at least buy a paper.


Philip rose and went out to the shop, where he bought The Times which was selling at a lower price than most tabloids; there was a lot to read in that, though much of it, he thought wryly, would be very dull.


He found a seat near the video games installed for recreation, but before long the noise wore him down, so he went back into the restaurant area and sat at a table. No one challenged him; he did not need to buy another cup of tea. Eventually, however, he grew restless and decided he must move on. He’d try to get to a town, where he could sell the radio, which was a nuisance in his pocket; he felt he must conceal its bulk, and that made him look guilty. If anyone became suspicious and asked him where he’d got it, a truthful answer might not be believed: he could find himself accused of stealing his own car radio.


He trudged along the exit route, still carrying The Times. He’d take the first lift he was offered and see how far the driver was going; it would be difficult for him to be dropped except when the vehicle was either turning off or stopping. He was in the hands of fate.


It was better than being at the mercy of an unjust justice system.


He had to wait for some time, but at last a man in a plumber’s van stopped for him. He was leaving the motorway at the next junction.


Philip did not stay with him to the end of his journey: at the roundabout after the slip road he alighted, uttered his thanks, and headed off in a westerly direction while the plumber turned the other way.


He could walk along this road, unlike the motorway. The exercise was good, and he stepped out, often forgetting to turn and display his upturned thumb to passing motorists. No one stopped for him. People in cars didn’t like giving lifts. The setting sun was brilliant in the autumn sky, a ball of fire sending streaks of light across the hills. On the fringe of the Lake District, this was a beautiful part of England and one he had driven through but never visited. He hadn’t really meant to come here: he’d been aiming in a general way at the north, perhaps Liverpool or Leeds – nowhere precise – but chance had carried him to this point. There must be a town or village soon, he thought, plodding on, and feeling thirsty. His left heel was sore; his shoes were comfortable, but they were not meant for walking long distances. He could have dressed more appropriately for this enterprise, but when he left home, he had no plan except to get away. Now, he was determined to leave no trail, to disappear.


After Philip had walked for three or four miles, with traffic passing him regardless, he heard another vehicle coming up behind him and saw it was a bus. His economic resolution vanished and he hailed it. To his relief, it stopped, and he took a ticket to the town advertised above its windscreen. By the time it dropped him in the centre, it was dark. He pulled his trench-coat collar up and set off to explore. He had to find a bed for tonight. Tomorrow he’d sell the radio. How soft he was, he thought; only a few hours ago he’d been fantasising about spending the night in that service station, and now here he was, longing for a shower and a clean bed. He wondered how easy it would be to pick up some casual work. While he was waiting for his trial he had done the whole house over, painting every room, and had spruced the garden up so that not a weed survived and all the plants and shrubs were staked and trimmed. Lesley would not have to give it a thought until the spring; he’d even laid the mower up. He might try job-hunting in the morning; there would be notices in shop windows in a place like this. He rubbed a hand across his chin, rasping the stubble. He ought to get a razor; no one would employ him with several days’ growth adorning his chin. He could, however, grow a beard: that would save trouble, and act as a disguise in case he was reported missing and his photograph was displayed. Lesley would have an old one somewhere, from a holiday, or there was his passport. They’d been to Corsica last year, all four of them; this year, there had been no trip abroad because he was a man condemned before his case was heard.


How would Lesley manage, with the mortgage to pay? She could get a better job; she was capable of it. If he were reported missing, she might get help towards it; you read of bankrupt men in mansions whose mortgages were paid and who were granted legal aid. The houses were in their wives’ names, no doubt. She could find a lodger, a student or a teacher; she’d think of something. She’d survive.


His own indifference shocked him, and, seeing a café open, he went in and ordered tea and a toasted cheese sandwich. That would do him for the evening. After that, he’d look for a room. Would anyone take him, with no luggage? He’d even left The Times on the bus.


The first place he tried turned him down. The woman who opened the door looked him over thoroughly and then decided she had no vacancies and had forgotten to move the card from her window. He thanked her and moved on. One advantage of this area was that there was no shortage of boarding houses. He tried another in a different street, and this time was accepted.


‘My car was stolen, with my case inside,’ he said here. ‘That’s why I look rather untidy, I’m afraid. Luckily I had my wallet on me,’ and he displayed a twenty-pound note. ‘I’m sure you insist on payment in advance.’


He was well spoken and his clothes were good, but that was no testament to honesty and he had already told her a false tale; however, the woman welcomed him, lent him a pair of her husband’s pyjamas and found him a new toothbrush. Philip was amazed. How gullible some people were: tell your lie confidently and it would be believed. He must remember that. It was what had made him a victim: that woman had lied and had been believed, and he, telling the truth, had been pilloried.


His room was small but spotless. He had a hot bath in which he luxuriated, and he washed his socks, shirt and boxer shorts in the basin, using the toilet soap. He squeezed the excess water out of them in his towel, something he remembered seeing his mother do, and then hung them up in his room. There was no radiator but there was a coin-operated electric heater. He fed it a pound and hoped that would provide enough heat to dry them overnight.


He was tired, but was too wound up to sleep. He lay under the covers with the events of the past two days running through his mind like a film. It seemed an incredible dream, but then everything that had happened since he was first accused had had an unreal quality; he had felt that none of it could really be happening to him. After a while he dropped off, only to wake at four o’clock in the morning. He got out of bed to test the moistness of his laundry and found that his socks were still damp, so he put another pound in the meter. The money was disappearing, but he couldn’t go on in wet socks. He’d better buy another pair. Some things were essential. Then he went back to bed where again sleep eluded him. There was a pile of tattered magazines on a table so, giving up, he selected an old Reader’s Digest and began reading it. Concentration was difficult, as he had discovered during the preceding months. His eyes traversed the pages but his brain absorbed only random sentences. His mind kept returning to what had brought him to this moment.


How could she do it? How could she tell such lies so brazenly and watch the destruction of him and his family? What harm had he ever done her? He knew he had not convinced the jury of his innocence, but they did not believe beyond reasonable doubt in his guilt. He might have gone to prison: at least he had been spared that, but perhaps it would have been better if he had been convicted; there would have been an appeal, possibly a further investigation. Someone who, like Bob, knew the truth might have had enough courage to speak up for him. Over and over again he recalled his own actions, trying to remember a word or gesture that she could, in all fairness, have misconstrued, but he failed. As for raping her, he had not touched her; it was she who had seized hold of him.


He couldn’t even picture her face now; his imagination refused to yield it to the eye of memory, but he would never forget his own daughter’s horrified stare.


‘Dad, you didn’t,’ she said, when at last she understood the accusation against him.


‘No, I didn’t,’ he had told her, but he had not convinced her. If she lost her trust, who else would believe the woman had lied? Certainly Lesley did not.


‘You made a pass, at least,’ she had said, and had looked at him with contempt. ‘Why choose her?’ she’d added, and in vain he had said that his was not the choice; it was the other way round.


‘I’ve never heard anything so pathetic,’ Lesley, bitterly hurt herself, had said.


They’d met, he and Lesley, when he was doing business studies at a polytechnic. Lesley was taking A levels; she wanted to be a teacher but this had never happened because they married before she could go to training college, and then Andrew was born. She took a secretarial course when Jackie was seven, and since then had had various office jobs. At the time of his arrest she had been, for some years, personal assistant to the director of a lighting centre. She’d kept her job; her boss had been sympathetic about the difficult situation she was in and he would not add to her problems by making things hard for her at work – not that he could have dismissed her because of her husband’s failings. Some of the staff, though, had made snide remarks.


His accuser was a Lavery’s customer, one who had had an account for years and spent large sums there every month. He’d admired her; he was prepared to admit that. She was chic and confident, and she knew what she wanted, or seemed to, at first. She’d buy items of glass or ceramics, then return a few days later to say that they were not suitable and she wanted to change them. Philip never noticed that Bob disappeared when she came into the department; in any case, Bob’s station was across the floor; he managed soft furnishings. She always asked for Philip to serve her, and indeed, one of the assistants used to tease him about it.


‘Your girlfriend’s here,’ he’d say, when he was in the office. ‘Wants your special services,’ and he would wink and leer. How ironic that reaction turned out to be.


Philip took no more trouble over Mrs Sandra White than any other customer; all were entitled to receive his full attention. She was known to the sales staff: a well-dressed woman in her forties. She wore expensive scent, which Philip noticed when she stood close to him inspecting some object she contemplated buying, but so did many women shoppers. Philip knew nothing about her private life; she paid with her Lavery’s account card and once their transactions were concluded, he never gave another thought to her. There were other customers he found more attractive, but beyond a mild occasional lustful urge, soon suppressed, he did not fantasise about them. He was married and he had no wish to stray; he did not even flirt.


So he was out of his depth when the accusation came.


How could she do it?


It was all because he’d turned her down, his solicitor, who believed him, had explained. Ultimately the jury had given him the benefit of the doubt, apart from two of them, who had found him guilty, and so he had escaped imprisonment. After he was dismissed from Lavery’s, when her complaint was made, there was a murmur among the staff that he had been unlucky, and one of them, Betty, spoke up for him in court. She was called as a defence witness and was questioned about his manner with female customers. She had declared that he was always courteous, never familiar, and that she had noticed nothing untoward, but none of the men came forward. Philip suspected that some, like Bob, might know more about Mrs White than they cared to disclose. His solicitor found it interesting that it was a woman who had testified for him.


Mrs White had not called the police until a week after Philip had, she alleged, raped her. By then it was too late to prove scientifically that he had had sexual intercourse with her, but a hair from his head had been found on her clothing, and she had marked him. Colleagues had observed the scratches on his face, and Mrs White maintained that they were made by her in her struggle to escape him.
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