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For Jack,
 with love


And for my dad,
 the best of men









Solomon Grundy


Born on Monday


Christened on Tuesday


Married on Wednesday


Took ill on Thursday


Worse on Friday


Died on Saturday


Buried on Sunday


That was the end of Solomon Grundy


Traditional




‘The First World War, if you boil it down, what was it?


Nothing but a family row.’


Harry Patch
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THE BEGINNING









In the end there was one, but there should have been two, dead men laid out amongst the walnut shells, skin already blue. A great rose bloomed over the dead man’s heart, there on his second-best shirt, bright amongst the decay. Those who were left looked away, thinking of the one who should have been there but was not, lungs like wings of ice holding him to the bottom of a river where none of them would have to follow now. Above them birds perched silent amongst the branches. The sky hung grey on the horizon. It was morning. Dawn would be here soon.


In the end they drew lots to decide who would choose first:


A wishbone;


A tanner;


A reel of pink cotton.


Before the rest came rummaging, too. Into breast pockets. And hip pockets. And pockets tucked away by the kidneys and the groin. The dead man lay unprotesting as the men dipped their hands in. Everything was sticky. They wiped their palms on damp khaki wool and fingered the rest of the treasure:


Two dice;


That piece of green ribbon;


A canvas pocketbook filled with needles and pins.


They all smelled it. Cordite. And the bullet that was inside the dead man now.


In the end they buried him before they walked away. Not deep, but a dip in the ground scraped out beneath a scattering of walnut shells, like the shallow form of a hare. Their hearts were beating – one two one two – as they scratched at the hole. They didn’t leave a marker; only the mud on their boots told the tale. And the treasure that came last from the dead man’s pockets:


Pawn ticket no.125.


That small square of blue.


In the end the men who were left went ahead, single file across the fields, no sound but the clink and jink of weaponry as they walked. None of them looked back to see where they had come from. None of them looked ahead to see where they might go. Only one of them stayed behind to pray.


A thread of pink stained the sky as he closed his eyes, standing once more in the shadow of that rubbish dump, remembering fields of buttercups and two kinds of clover. Of air flowing pure as the river at the bottom of the hill. Then there were the whispers of the men as they drew from their pockets – a dice, a penny, a thick stub of pencil. The card in his wallet, I am quite well the only words not yet crossed out.


He wondered then what the card would say once it was done. Who it would be sent to. And opened his eyes as light touched his skin. Dawn was spreading low on the horizon. It was November. The end would be here soon.









PART ONE


The Debt
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2016


One


They called him Old Mortality. After the book. But he hadn’t expected to end like this. Face down on a mattress that smelt of urine. Nothing between him and the ground but a cold concrete bunk. It was May, dawn breaking over the city of Edinburgh. But Solomon Farthing could not draw back the curtains to see it, for he was already in the gutter – no money, no friends, no estimation – the last of him dribbling onto the stone floor of a police cell, not even a bottle of Fino to wash away the indignities of his life.


‘Wakey, wakey, you bastards! Rise and shine for glory.’


Outside he could hear the clatter of a police station waking to its daily business. Inside he could feel the judder of his heart. Solomon pressed at the soft fat around his nipple. He was not a well man, of that he was certain, a mess of memory lapses and confusions, skin grown irritable on the inside and the out. His most recent predicament did not help, though it was all of his own creation, lying in a police cell without any laces to tie up his shoes. What would his grandfather have made of it, a man for whom respectability was embodied in the buttoning or unbuttoning of a collar. And yet here was his offspring, sixty-six and counting, his shirt hung loose, the edges of his trousers muddy. Also the knees.


There was the sudden shuffle of heavy boots, two police officers coming down the corridor, banging on each metal door as they passed.


‘Time to get up, gentlemen.’


Solomon levered himself into a sitting position, licked his palm and ran it across his hair. He was hoping for DI Roberts, ex-Enquiry Team, bag carrier for DCI Franklin, come to read him the Riot Act by way of admonition. A warning. A minor fine. A rap on the knuckles. Or, if the dice rolled in his favour, a straight pass through the doors of Gayfield police station into an elegant Edinburgh square. That old haunt of prostitutes and rent boys, first home for all those first-generation immigrants come to the Athens of the North to polish their dreams. Transformed now, of course. Five hundred thousand for three bedrooms and counting. Whatever its murky past, Edinburgh always did find a way of lifting one up in the end.


Solomon pulled his wrinkled fuchsia socks straight at the ankle, attempted to smooth away the creases accumulated after a weekend of sleeping in his clothes. When exactly had he taken the wrong path? he wondered. An Edinburgh Man with at least a semblance of a profession, given to riding the ebb and flow of life to his advantage, lost now like some sort of child abandoned in a storm. His appeal to the only relative he had left in the city – an aunt who wasn’t really his aunt – had elicited nothing but silence. No calls to a solicitor. No demands for early release. Not even a clean set of clothes. Solomon took a surreptitious sniff at one underarm after another, waited for salvation to arrive in the form of a police officer for whom he might have done a favour, once, long ago. It wasn’t that many years since he had known all the officers in the city – by their first names, too:


You scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours.


An ability to charm, one of Solomon Farthing’s more valuable qualities, though even he knew it was hanging by a single thread now.


But when the hatch was lowered Solomon did not recognize the blank eyes gazing at him through the hole in the door. Female. Young. Discerning. Everything he was not. The PC looked at him for a moment longer than was comfortable, then vanished before Solomon could make any sort of appeal. A shit. A shave. A good morning. Not to mention breakfast. Nothing more than the ordinary courtesies of life.


In the cell next door a moan rose up, the same elemental groaning that had kept him awake for most of the weekend.


‘Oh man, oh man, oh man. You fucker.’


There was a pause. Solomon waited (the illusion of hope). Then the repeat.


‘Oh man, oh man, oh man . . .’


You fucker.


What more was there to say?


The misdemeanour had begun in the ordinary manner. An attempt to make money. A scramble to be first. What else was there when it came to being an Heir Hunter, pursuer of all that remained when someone died without a will.


Property was the key, particularly in a city like Edinburgh. Three bedrooms for sale; five hundred thousand pounds to share amongst those who were left. The return was commission. Ten per cent. Twenty per cent. Sometimes even thirty, if things were going well. The important thing – the crucial thing – was to chase the estates that were worth half a million and counting. And to get there first.


The house had been abandoned, at least that was what Solomon had been told. A substantial property in a quiet residential street, owner long since deceased. Generous driveway. French windows unlocked at the back. It was a tip-off from Freddy Dodds, normally the most reliable of Solomon’s Edinburgh Men, someone who fed him information in return for a first go at whatever riches might not be missed. Solomon’s plan had been simple, a typical Heir Hunter’s scam. A quick recce inside the empty property to establish its worth, then claim the estate the next day before the crown office got involved, offer to assist any next of kin he dug up with disposal of the remains. Five hundred thousand for three bedrooms and counting. Possession of an empty property with no apparent owner – nine tenths of the law where an Heir Hunter was concerned. It should have been an easy night’s work.


The first problem had been the streetlight shining on the very gap Solomon needed to disappear along to access the rear of the house. He stood on the opposite side of the road, breathing in a lilac’s heady night-time scent, trying to look as though he was a man who appreciated nature rather than one who would smile as he robbed you of all you had been left. To leave. Or to remain. That was what it amounted to. Solomon’s instinct was the former. But despite being the laissez-faire type – what could be done today can always be left until tomorrow – Solomon knew that this time he did not have any time to waste.


His second problem was the French doors that would not open once he did decide to make his move, no longer unlocked from the inside out as Dodds had assured him would be the case.


The third was the absence of an open window any larger than a porthole to scramble through when the motion sensors set off their phosphorescent flare. The whole garden flung into sudden slices of dazzle and shadow. It was the tendency to self-preservation that propelled Solomon forwards. Head first, of course.


He got stuck halfway.


‘Fuck!’


Ripped the sleeve of his second-best shirt. Found himself slithering onto the floor of a cold WC. He came to rest with his head jammed against the toilet bowl, wondered how on earth his life had come to this. A man whose upbringing had been predicated on the polishing of shoes every Sunday, side by side in the scullery with his grandfather. Thank God the old man was long dead, more than forty years in the grave.


Solomon felt as though he was in the grave himself as he hauled himself to his feet and stared into the gloom of a mirror hanging above the tiny cloakroom sink. He looked old. He looked dissolute. He looked drunk. All things that were true. His left hand would not stop fluttering as he held it under a trickle of cold water from the tap, splashed at his face. There was no towel to wipe his hands dry, so he used the tail of his second-best shirt instead. Then he stood listening at the door as though he really was a child again, before stepping into the dark run of the hall.


The house was waiting for him – a potential treasure trove ready to offer its secrets to whomever might ask first. Canteens of silver cutlery, perhaps. Family portraits in curlicues of gilt. A necklace made of pearls. The kind of thing Dodds was interested in. Not to mention Solomon’s particular concern, three bedrooms, walk-in condition, every estate agent’s dream. He crept along trying each door as he came to it, a silent opening and closing of rooms belonging to a dead man, his own reflection looming now and then from a mirror over a fake electric grate. Every inch of the house was carpeted – the rooms, the corridors, the walk-in cupboards – Solomon’s tired leather shoes sinking into the pile as though discovering a luxury they had been promised once but never received. He could tell already the house was virgin territory, no other Heir Hunters yet arrived to muddy his patch.


He peered into a linen press, ran his hand along the top of all the door frames, slid open every drawer in the kitchen in the hope of a spare set of keys. But it never occurred to Solomon Farthing that the former occupant might still be in residence, stretched out in the front room across the end of two brocade chairs.


‘Christ!


Solomon’s heart practically leapt from his chest when he pushed open the living-room door and saw the wooden coffin with its shiny brass handles. Then again when he heard a reply.


‘Who’s there?’


Female. Loud. Alerting. A woman holding vigil, starting up as Solomon jerked the living-room door closed.


Sitting in.


Wasn’t that what they called it? Solomon didn’t wait to do any sort of introduction, made his escape instead. His heart was beating a wild one two as he heard the woman call after him.


‘Solomon Farthing?’


Found the French windows open this time, as though they had been all along.


He fell on the patio. Then again on the grass. Made it to the local cemetery then out the other side, by way of diversion, before the blue lights came flashing to take him away. It wasn’t until they put him in the squad car, torn cuff flapping aimless about his wrist, that Solomon realized he had lost it. That lucky silver charm he carried always in his pocket – all that remained of his childhood glittering now between a dead man’s floorboards. A regimental cap badge, lion raising its paw. Also the motto of the London Scottish:


Strike Sure.









Two


The Sheriff Court was in the heart of the city. Five minutes’ walk from the castle with its soldiers and its cannons. Four from the Kirk with its memorial to the fallen. Two from the graveyard where Edinburgh’s finest once used locks and bars to keep the dead in. All of these sites now swarmed with tourists. Edinburgh always did have a way with the departed – liked to keep them alive if it could.


Solomon was driven to his own grubby destiny in the back of a squad car, the same inscrutable officer who had eyeballed him through the metal slot early that morning, pinioning him once again.


PC Noble.


That was what the desk sergeant at Gayfield had called her. How much better for the city could it get?


PC Noble looked about fifteen to Solomon Farthing. Then again, he probably looked near death to her. He tried to make conversation as they slid their way through the morning traffic. Might as well cultivate the young, he thought, now that the old had forsaken him.


‘Do you live in Edinburgh?’ he asked.


PC Noble glanced at him in the rear-view mirror, then looked away.


‘Maybe.’


Maybe. What kind of answer was that?


Despite it still being somewhat early the holding area beneath the courts was already busy, a long queue of the city’s finest waiting to be judged. Not solicitors or accountants, bank managers or financiers who knew how to fleece a man of all his life savings while sharing a pint. But another type of Edinburgh Man, just like Solomon, who had not shaved that morning, or changed their underwear from several nights before. Solomon picked a seat in the cell as far from the rest as possible, the smell of the great unwashed saturating the air. Next to him the wall was inscribed with a thousand furious epithets scratched and scored beneath a thin wash of paint. F words and C words and words that described a desire to violate in every possible manner. Solomon liked to imagine he’d manage a more eloquent dissection of his circumstances should it come to that. An elegy to what had gone wrong, and what might yet go right, written out on prison paper while all around him the dispossessed swirled and swore. After all, incarceration might yet have its advantages. For what was freedom but a state of mind? And his mind had been pressed recently, beset by worries about what he owed, to whom, and why. Prison could be the making of him, a place to stand and stare.


And yet . . .


‘Enjoy your weekend?’


One of Solomon’s fellow prisoners slid towards him along the bench, settled in uncomfortable proximity, knee pressed to knee. The man was young enough to be Solomon’s grandson, grey-skinned enough to have spent his short life supping on every drug of choice. Solomon blinked as the young man grinned, revealing a full set of pristine crowns almost blinding in their newness. What had happened to the originals? Solomon thought. And how had such a man paid for their replacements? He didn’t have to wait long to find out.


‘Dodds says hello,’ said the young man, leaning close, the faintest whiff of decay on his breath. ‘Suggests you come for tea.’


Solomon felt it at once, that one two starting gun in his chest, smelled again the lilac and its heady night-time bloom. Not a friendly tip-off, then, from one professional to another. But a message. A warning. Perhaps even a threat. Freddy Dodds was an Edinburgh Man of many and varied persuasions, reliable for info, but not a person to cross in any way.


Solomon closed his eyes, dipped one fluttering hand into his jacket pocket to grasp for his silver charm, remembered all of his luck was in the clutches of a dead man now. He twisted away from Dodds’s emissary towards the wall with its F words and its C words, prayed that his case would be dealt with soon. But as with everything in Solomon Farthing’s life at the present, it was not to be.


Three hours and thirty-seven minutes later, after Assault, Drugs, Theft, Mugging, and general bad behaviour all round, Solomon’s name was called by the clerk.


‘Solomon Farthing!’


And finally he stepped into the dock.


Needless to say, this being Edinburgh the sheriff knew Solomon Farthing and Solomon Farthing knew the sheriff, too.


‘Farthing,’ she said. ‘How nice to see you again.’


The opposite of what she really meant.


The last time Solomon had met the sheriff was at the Residents Association Garden Party for the crescent where they both lived. One long balmy afternoon quaffing free drink amongst the azaleas and decorating the raffle prizes with sticky fingerprints. Over the years the Garden Party had proved a fruitful fishing ground for an Heir Hunter – all those singular Edinburgh folks with their million-pound homes, thought they’d go on forever so forgot to make a will. Solomon had got drunk and spilled barbecue sauce down the sheriff’s blouse as he attempted to take advantage. Realized now that the favour was about to be repaid.


Charge: Drunk. Disorderly. Breach of the Peace. All because of a scuffle at Gayfield police station once he’d been lifted from the street. A shout. Demands from Solomon to call a certain DCI Franklin from her bed. A wrangling and a twisting as two officers attempted to grab him. Then the kick, somebody yelping, the reckless flail of a fist (his own) connecting with flesh (not his own). Not to mention Breaking and Entering . . . with Intent to Steal.


Solomon began to sweat as the clerk read through the disposals. Five years at Her Majesty’s pleasure. A ten-thousand-pound fine. Or worse, a community sentence – sent out to sweep the city’s gutters of little bags of dog shit while wearing one of those fetching fluorescent vests. What would his grandfather have said, Solomon thought, a man for whom the wearing of a uniform was a matter of honour rather than a mark of bad behaviour all round? He glanced down at his current attire, could practically feel the stink emanating from beneath his crumpled tweed. Whatever had life come to when he did not even have anyone in this city who could lend him a clean shirt.


The sheriff cleared her throat and Solomon raised his eyes to the bench wondering whether to plead guilty and throw himself on her mercy (or at least on the fact that she was a neighbour), found the clerk of the court handing her a note instead. The sheriff frowned as she unfolded the small square of paper and studied its contents. When she looked up it was no longer Solomon Farthing she was concerned with, but someone at the back of the court. Solomon turned to look too, caught the flap of a peach-lined coat disappearing through the swing of a just-closing door. When he turned back the sheriff was adjusting her spectacles in preparation for annunciation. Solomon closed his eyes, a young boy again praying next to his grandfather, for freedom, or something like it. Then she said it.


‘Case dismissed.’


Outside the city was flying its flags for summer, rather like the cuffs on Solomon’s shirt. He looked left. Then right. Then over his shoulder and back again, wondered whether it would be Dodds (or some other creditor) who would call in his debt first. Despite having spent a lifetime taking it from others, Solomon now found that he owed money in every nook and cranny of the city, an ever-expanding and yet unsustainable debt:


That large bill at the off-licence and another at the deli;


A tab to settle at his local in Jamaica Street (growing long now, unlike the patience of the landlord, which Solomon knew was growing very short);


The former client suing him in the small claims court – three grand’s worth of an inheritance that Solomon had already spent;


The Mini stolen from his aunt who wasn’t really his aunt, an Edinburgh Lady, just like the sheriff, knew where all the bodies came from, and where they were buried, too.


Then there were the debts arising from his passion for the puggies, Lucky Sevens spinning always in his eyes. The turn of one playing card after another, the thrill with which he had tossed the dice across the baize, shovelling money he did not have into Freddy Dodds’s coffers. Five thousand or thereabouts, if Solomon dared to count it. How was he to know that all the opportunities to gamble in this city belonged to Freddy Dodds one way or another? Something Solomon hadn’t realized until it was too late.


Now, as he exited the black gates of the Sheriff Court and hurried across George IV Bridge towards the statue of Greyfriars Bobby, Solomon Farthing could feel his hand begin again with its flutter against his muddy corduroys. He had feasted on Edinburgh for a long time, but it seemed that Edinburgh might be about to feast on him.


The statue of the famously faithful dog was surrounded by tourists taking photographs, mainly of themselves. It was a new tradition, rubbing the little dog’s nose in the hope of good fortune – only started in the last five years and already the council was trying to ban it. But in the absence of his silver charm, Solomon would take any luck he could get.


‘Spare some change, sir.’


A man was sitting on the pavement near the bottom of the statue. A beggar. One of Edinburgh’s regulars. And next to him another small dog, alive this time. Solomon pulled his trouser pockets inside out.


‘Sorry, Mr Scott. Nothing doing, I’m afraid.’


‘Solomon Farthing,’ said the beggar. ‘Haven’t seen you for a while.’


‘Hard times, Mr Scott. Hard times.’


The beggar shuffled along a little, indicated that Solomon could share his cardboard if he wished. Why not, Solomon thought. Rich man. Poor man. Beggar man. Thief. He’d been three of them already in his life. Might as well add the fourth. He squatted next to the beggar, felt the touch of a dog’s nose cold on his wrist. The dog was wearing a spotted kerchief, as though he were the gentleman and all the rest the knaves.


‘How’s tricks, Mr Scott?’ Solomon asked. ‘Good business?’


‘So, so,’ the beggar replied. ‘Worried about the vote. What might happen after.’


Remain or Leave. All anyone was talking about this summer. The same question Solomon was asking himself now. Stay in Edinburgh and face up to his troubles. Or do what he had always done before. Flee. The dog circled and went to sniff at some nearby railings. A passer-by dropped a coin onto the cardboard at Solomon’s feet. One pound. Only four thousand, nine hundred and ninety-nine to go. Plus whatever interest Dodds wished to charge, of course. The pound coin glinted in the sunlight, as though it contained real gold rather than fake. But Solomon resisted.


‘After you, Mr Scott. After you,’ he said.


Begging was a profession in Edinburgh. There was an established hierarchy, Solomon Farthing at the bottom once again. Like any good Edinburgh Man the beggar did not demur, lifted the coin and tucked it into one of his many pockets.


‘Not sure begging will get you what you need.’


Two black boots. Size five. The voice female. Young. Discerning. The inscrutable PC Noble returned to taunt Solomon with those impenetrable eyes. Despite the mud dried now on cuff and knee, he attempted a dignified demeanour.


‘Something I can help you with, officer?’


‘You forgot these,’ PC Noble replied.


She was holding out a small plastic bag, transparent, so that everyone in the city could see at a glance what Solomon Farthing was worth now:


A packet of orange tic tacs, almost empty;


A Nokia with no charge;


The half-shell of a walnut rubbed to its bones.


He stretched his hand to take the bag, but PC Noble dropped it at his feet instead.


‘Don’t bother to get up.’


She really was magnificent.


Solomon tipped the contents onto the pavement – all his worldly goods tumbled at the feet of Greyfriars Bobby. It made a certain kind of sense. The dog with the kerchief returned to sniff at each of the items, gave the walnut shell a cursory lick. Solomon slid the dead Nokia into his jacket pocket, along with the tic tacs, realized PC Noble was offering him something else, too.


‘You forgot this.’


Small. And white. A business card. The sort of thing a proper Edinburgh Man might carry. Or an Edinburgh Lady, of course.


On one side, in neat black print, the card said:


DCI Franklin.


On the other, scribbled in biro,


You owe me.


Solomon Farthing felt it then, that flutter in his hand. There was a reckoning to be had, and it was coming sooner than he had anticipated it might.









Three


Seven thirty-two a.m. and Solomon woke from a dream of dark water for a meeting that was due to start at eight. Pain pressed in behind his left eye as he turned with a groan, wondering if this was the moment his universe might explode. Aneurism in the brain. Pop. All over. No one to look after him but that dreadful Penny woman from the Office for Lost People, come to pick over what was left of his life like some sort of carrion poking through the bones.


He’d phoned DCI Franklin the day before, as instructed, lifted the receiver like a boy expecting trouble, only to be offered something else instead.


‘I’ve got a case you might be interested in,’ DCI Franklin had said. ‘Fresh. Not even gone to UH yet.’


Ultimus Haeres, the Last Heir – his usual hunting ground.


‘It has your name all over it. No win no fee.’


No win no fee used to get Solomon’s heart jumping. Now he worried it might tip him off the scales of life for good.


‘What sort of case?’ he’d asked.


The DCI had been evasive. ‘You’ll find out if you say yes.’


‘A favour, then.’


She’d laughed at that, the short bark of a fox in the night. ‘We both know it’s the other way around. I’ll pick you up at eight.’


Solomon got dressed as best he could in the time he had left, drenched himself with patchouli body spray picked up cheap from the local Scotmid to disguise the fact that he hadn’t managed to shower. The grandfather clock in the hall began to strike the hour as he attempted to smooth his reflection in its glass.


Ding


Ding


Ding.


Eight a.m. and counting, small sun rising. Quick lick of his thumb across a mud stain on his shoe, then up through his hair. He would surprise the DCI with his punctuality. But when Solomon opened the front door she was outside already, waiting to surprise him.


He’d looked her up, of course, DCI Franklin and all her antecedents. A fox to catch a fox, wasn’t that the idea? Insurance, Solomon called it, the ability to dig for family secrets, a perk of his profession. He used to do it for all those from whom he might one day require a favour.


You scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours.


Needless to say DCI Franklin’s relatives had turned out to be run-of-the-mill charlatans and pretenders like most ordinary folk. A few names changed here, a bit of slipperiness on dates of birth there, a patina of legitimacy. Nothing that any reputable Heir Hunter hadn’t dealt in every time he opened a new case. It wasn’t that long ago people wanted to hide anything disreputable or illegal, nothing to show but one perfect generation after the next. But even in Edinburgh – a place as dirty underneath as it liked to appear clean on the surface – Solomon knew that things were beginning to change. Nowadays all the amateurs revelled in whatever squalor they could find. Adultery. Bigamy. Madness of a virulent sort. Wore their genealogical discoveries like a badge of triumph, as though they added colour to otherwise colourless lives. It had destroyed Solomon’s job really, this absence of shame. That and the Internet, of course. Opened all of Pandora’s boxes at once without so much as a specialist like him to intervene.


And yet . . .


There had been one thing where the DCI was concerned. A baby boy carried off by a nurse years ago, before his mother even had the chance to touch his tiny toes.


A favour, the DCI had called it when she asked him to look. Just as she was repaying Solomon with another favour, now. One last chance to turn the wheel of fortune in a more favourable direction, as he had spun it for her. A little digging here. A few questions there. Then stand aside and watch the DCI’s long-lost son surface, as though he had been waiting for her to find him all along. Solomon had heard through the city grapevine that the DCI was in touch with the boy now, a young man grown glorious off the back of both his mothers. He was glad. Solomon had a lot of time for DCI Franklin. What did it mean to lose a child, he often wondered, because you made a mistake once when you were still a child yourself.


Now, as he made to open the passenger door at the front of the DCI’s car, she didn’t say a thing to greet him, just indicated with a silent incline of her head that he should get into the back. As they pulled away from the kerb, Solomon sank low into the leather, wondered what the neighbours would say as they watched him being escorted from the premises by somebody whose car alone suggested three letters before her name. That elegant Edinburgh crescent full of elegant Edinburgh Men. Accountants and Financiers. Solicitors and Advocates. Not to mention a sheriff somewhere on the opposing side. Though she was an Edinburgh Lady, of course, a whole different breed. Why was it, Solomon thought as the DCI’s car glided away, that he always ended up surrounded by the law?


They proceeded at a stately pace towards their destination, no sense of urgency despite the early morning call. All the way along Solomon could smell it – fresh earth and a thousand sticky buds blooming. Unlike him, the city’s sap was rising now.


‘Bit early for a case conference, isn’t it?’ he said as they passed a group of children making their way to school.


‘Not exactly in a position to choose, are you?’ the DCI replied.


It wasn’t a question so much as a statement of the facts. What did the DCI know about his current circumstances? Then again, this was Edinburgh. What did the DCI not know about what went on in her patch.


‘Besides, you owe me for that fuss you made at Gayfield.’ F words and C words and words that DCI Franklin must have heard a million times. ‘You should know by now not to take my name in vain.’


Solomon flushed. Embarrassment, or the after-effects of a bottle of Fino drunk to the last the night before, he couldn’t be sure. He shrank even further into the leather as the car took a left turn down a road that seemed all too familiar. Generous driveway. French windows at the back. The sudden cloying scent of a lilac bush blooming in the night. Whatever Solomon had been expecting, it was not a return to the home of a dead man little more than forty-eight hours since he had broken into it himself.


But the real scene of the crime turned out not to be the site of his recent Breaking and Entering, rather a nursing home built on the brow of a hill in Edinburgh’s south-east. The home specialized in soldiers – a last resting place for the old guard, counting them out one by one, just as once their officers had counted them in. The Reckoning, that was what Solomon’s grandfather used to call it, a roll call of those who were still living after the battle’s end, compared to those who had been lost.


The entrance to the home was adorned with a centenary banner:


1916–2016 Celebrating 100 years of serving the troops.


‘Started life as a hospital for the limbless,’ said DCI Franklin as she pulled into a space marked reserved.


Another form of reckoning, Solomon thought as he clambered from the back seat. The naming of body parts after a shell has fallen:


One arm;


Two arms;


Two legs;


Five fingers.


All that was left of a man on which he could rebuild.


Inside, the home was full of people who still had most of their limbs but were wandering the corridors as though they knew where they were going, when (rather like him) Solomon knew that they did not. A little shudder rippled through him. Despite his job and everything that came with it, Solomon didn’t really like the elderly. The terrible stink and cloy of old age.


The DCI flashed her badge and set off down a long corridor. Solomon followed, before being intercepted by an elderly man wearing slippers and a tracksuit embroidered with some sort of crest. The old man winked at Solomon as he attempted to pass.


‘Hello, sailor. Want to go below?’


His eyes a sudden, startling blue. Solomon blinked as the man’s attendant, a young woman with hair like molasses, laughed and touched her patient’s shoulder.


‘Come on now, Mr R. You know he’s not your type.’


What did she know, Solomon thought, as the old chap was led away. He always had enjoyed the company of servicemen. They had a good sense of humour, dark and degraded. Liked a drink, too.


As he continued down the corridor in pursuit of the DCI, Solomon found his old instincts kicking in. Eyes left. Eyes right. Looking for anything that would tell him who to target first. A hint of hidden wealth, of absent family members waiting to be hunted. Or even better, the smell of loneliness, that whiff which meant any relatives he did find would be distant and untethered, the sort to sign straight away if they were offered the right price. Whatever their generally unhealthy appearance, Solomon knew there was money to be made in an old folks’ home. All those properties worth a million left empty by decrepitude, just waiting to be plucked. Perhaps Solomon could chat to Mr R. over a lunch of peas and omelette, identify a likely candidate for his next foray into the past. When he caught up with DCI Franklin at the door to one of the bedrooms, the look on her face suggested she knew exactly what he had been thinking, didn’t like where it might lead.


‘After you,’ she said opening the door without even knocking.


It reminded Solomon of his entry to that cell at Gayfield – a place from which there might be no escape.


The dead man’s name was Thomas Methven. At least that was what DCI Franklin said. Solomon wondered how long that name would stick given the blank slate of their surroundings. A bed. A wardrobe. A chair. Not even an antimacassar. Nothing to indicate that a life had taken place here, let alone a death.


‘How old?’ he asked.


‘Ninety-five, maybe, ninety-six,’ said the DCI. ‘No one’s quite sure. Wife died twenty years ago or so. No children that we’re aware of.’


‘Siblings?’


‘Only child.’


Solomon couldn’t resist a small smile at the idea of a big space all around the dead man on whatever family tree might grow from his demise.


‘What about his next of kin?’ he said. ‘Have they been informed?’


‘There aren’t any,’ said the DCI. ‘At least none that anyone knows about. That’s where you come in.’


That, and the money, of course.


Fifty thousand in used notes. That was what it amounted to. The treasure Thomas Methven had left behind.


‘Sewn inside his burial suit,’ said the DCI.


‘What?’ Solomon had come across lots of odd things in his career as an Heir Hunter. But he’d never heard of that before. Money for a funeral worn like a second skin.


‘The undertaker found it when she came to dress him,’ said DCI Franklin. ‘Called the home. They called us. Said it was about fifty thousand, give or take.’


Despite the early morning hour, Solomon felt a sudden tingle inside at the prospect of this case. Fifty thousand. In cash. Twenty per cent of which would start to sort his problem very nicely indeed, thank you very much.


‘Don’t suppose he left any instructions about what to do with it?’ he asked.


Where there was a will there was a way, but not for an Heir Hunter. A will was the last thing Solomon wanted to stumble across.


‘Not that we can find,’ said the DCI. ‘No idea where the money came from or where it should go. The home thought he was an indigent. They were about to call Margaret Penny at the Office for Lost People and get them to arrange the cremation when I stepped in.’


Fifty thousand up in smoke, thought Solomon, saved by the DCI to live another day.


‘Why don’t you investigate yourself?’ he asked.


The DCI leaned against the doorframe. She seemed tired all of a sudden. ‘It’s legit. The death’s non-suspicious, signed off by the GP. No reason to pursue it further than the sudden death report.’


Solomon understood at once what she meant. Cuts. Cuts. And more cuts. That was what it amounted to. Till they were all sliced down to the marrow, let alone the bone. He’d heard all about the demise of the Edinburgh Enquiry Team, those specialists in non-suspicious death, dispersed to the four winds, north, south, east and west. All the experts were gathered at a flashy new crime campus on the other side of the country now. Glasgow always had worn whatever wealth it had on its sleeve. Whereas Edinburgh (rather like the deceased Thomas Methven) preferred to keep it under wraps.


‘Why not just pass it over to UH?’ he said. ‘Let them deal with it.’


A cursory trawl for potential inheritors by the crown office, then publish it on their lists and watch the vultures like him pile in.


‘We will if you can’t find a living relative,’ said DCI Franklin. ‘Thought you might like to have a go first.’


Solomon smiled.


You scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours.


‘Where’s the money now?’ he asked sliding open every one of Thomas Methven’s empty drawers with a casual air.


‘In the nursing-home safe,’ said the DCI.


‘Don’t you want to secure it?’


‘We will if you can’t find anyone to claim it,’ she said. ‘Till then it’s lost property, nothing more.’


Finders Keepers, thought Solomon.


‘How long do I have?’ he asked.


‘Four days.’


‘Four days!’


‘Only so much I can do to detain the paperwork.’


And Solomon knew exactly what paperwork meant. Margaret Penny of the Office for Lost People wading in and wanting to know why an old man’s last wishes hadn’t been respected. Fifty thousand up in smoke inside Thomas Methven’s burial suit because she was a stickler for the rules. He fiddled with the edge of the nylon net curtains hanging at the window, looked out over the deceased’s last view of the world. Would it be to his advantage to play hard to get? he wondered. But when Solomon turned back, the DCI was dipping a hand into her pocket, as though fishing for a lucky charm recovered from between a dead man’s floorboards.


‘There is one more thing that recommends you.’


Solomon blanched, tried to joke. ‘Family silver?’


DCI Franklin smiled then as though she’d known all along it was the right thing to involve him. She pulled her hand from her pocket, held the treasure out. Not a silver cap badge with a lion raising its paw. But a pawn ticket, no.125. That small slip of blue.









1918


One


It was November, the beginning of an uneventful month, nothing but cold mornings and ice fringing the shaving bucket, air that covered them all in a blanket of dew the moment they ventured out. The rain was falling again as though to turn the world into a river, water running with abandon through the pond beyond the farmhouse – in one side, out the other – each small channel joining with the next until it had become something to wade through whenever one of them wanted the latrine.


Captain Godfrey Farthing stared out of the farmhouse window at the pools gathering in the yard. It was just like the river they were supposed to be crossing, he thought, if only the order would come. A stretch of water a mile or so away, flat and unexceptional, bordered by willows not yet destroyed by machine-gun fire. Godfrey had been on reconnaissance to survey their embarkation point. Found it all disappointingly ordinary. Saplings and stubby reed beds, a grassy field on the opposite bank with no distinguishing features other than the likelihood that this was where the enemy would shoot them all down.


He’d come away wondering whether it really was worth the effort, wriggling in reverse through the dips and troughs of the intervening marsh until his uniform was soaked and stained. As he’d walked back to the farmhouse where what remained of his unit had made their billet, all Godfrey could imagine was the impossibility of traversing such a flat and undistinguished piece of land without exposing his men wholesale to the enemy. They’d probably drown in some drainage ditch along the way, floundering beneath a shower of bullets before they even got their chance. It would be a stupid death, unnecessary, like a toddler fallen into a neighbour’s ornamental pool. But then again, wasn’t that what the war had become now? Something stupid to do every day because, well, they hadn’t been instructed to do anything else.


The whole thing reminded him of Private Beach.


I’ll be seeing you, then.


Speaking his goodbye as though he was going home for tea rather than into the great lacuna of death. It was not until much later that Godfrey wondered if in fact Beach’s words had been more prescient than he realized.


I’ll be seeing you, then.


If only he had listened. Too late now.


‘You know the end is coming.’ Second Lieutenant Ralph Svenson tipped his chair as though he was at school again declaiming amongst the sixth-formers (which he had been, not long since). ‘A matter of days now, maybe a week.’


Godfrey refused to look up from the postcard he was supposed to be writing to his mother. ‘We’ve heard that one before.’


It said everything about the difference between them that Second Lieutenant Ralph Svenson tipped his chair without thinking, while Captain Godfrey Farthing couldn’t bear to watch.


They had been waiting almost ten days already and still no orders had reached them, not even of the most trivial kind. No drilling instructions or supply counts. No demands to dig ditches where no ditches were required. It was as though they had been forgotten, sent forwards to make camp, then abandoned, nothing left for the section to do but sit tight as the war rolled on in front. Godfrey knew he ought to send a messenger, ask why the rest of his company had not joined them yet. But as each morning dawned greyer than the next, he had found himself putting it off, then off again, one day pooling quietly into the next.


‘No, but really.’ Ralph tipped forwards now, leaning towards Godfrey across the table as though to emphasize what he had to say. ‘I think it might be true this time.’ Tapped with his fingers on the edge of Godfrey’s postcard.


Godfrey stared at the boy’s scrubbed nails. Dear Mother, they say the end is coming . . . Slid the card a fraction away from Ralph Svenson’s hand.


Second Lieutenant Svenson was a boy really, only nineteen, but still a commissioned officer, not been in the war six months. He’d arrived too late for any sort of real action, with a grin as wide as the Channel and that scent of lemon oil he liked to slick through his hair. He was the new subaltern, an unwelcome reminder that Godfrey had already forgotten the name of his last. That was what happened when all your men disappeared. You got reassigned to the company of strangers; had to go back to the start. Godfrey knew he should have taken the boy under his wing, been a sort of father-figure. But he found he could not. Ralph had a way about him that resisted instruction. Also something that was lost to Godfrey now – the exhausting eagerness of youth.


Ralph withdrew his hand, sulking, tilted his chair again and fiddled with something in his pocket as he stared out of the window with those strange translucent eyes. Godfrey knew that his Second was bored. A young man hardened by a few weeks in a drill square, abandoned to lounge around in the muck.


‘It’s not fair,’ the boy had complained only the day before, fed up with parading the men to no purpose. ‘They’ve left us here to rot.’


Ralph hadn’t taken part in any battles yet. No crouching in a muddy dip waiting to be sliced by shrapnel. No running at the enemy with bayonets fixed. That was why he liked to feast on rumours of the end. Second Lieutenant Ralph Svenson was hoping they would not come true yet.


The farmhouse they had commandeered was a lavish affair – practically Versailles after everything that had gone before. The rats. The dugouts. The low stink of gas. Foxholes with finger bones poking from the sides. By contrast their new billet had stone walls and a roof thick with tiles, windows that still had both shutters and glass. There were outbuildings big enough for a horse and a cow, had there been any livestock left. There was a barn for the men to bunk in. A grain store in which Private Flint had strung the washing wall to wall. Also the worn stub of a boot-scrape at the front entrance, as though what mattered above all else here was at least an attempt at keeping clean.


While they waited Godfrey had set himself and Ralph up in the parlour. Fireplace with a wooden mantel. Narrow settle set along one wall. A table stained with the ring of a vase. Also a small crucifix hanging to the left of the door. Godfrey liked to touch the crucifix before he went to bed each night. A reminder of all that was past for him now. And what might still be to come.


There was even a rose bush in the garden – the promise of spring, Godfrey had thought when they first arrived, if any of them lasted long enough to see. Great blowsy things in pink and orange, perhaps, scattering fragrant petals to the summer winds.


Beach would have declared it a palace.


Now that’s really something.


First spoken as they crouched beneath the third day of a bombardment that turned out later to be useless for all concerned.


As they had approached the farmhouse that first day, single file along the muddy lane, Godfrey had thought it a palace, too. Yet still he had anticipated pushing open the door to find disaster. A man sprawled on the hearth with a bullet through his face. A woman slumped over the kitchen table, throat sliced, skirt hitched high. It was how they all encountered the new these days – as though they could taste death before it landed, that urge rising within them to run back to what they all understood best. The mud. The guns. The relentless train rides to disaster. The knowledge that the end was coming whether they liked it or not.


But then the chicken had appeared, strolling around the corner of the grain store, followed by another and another, a whole flock of them scraping and pecking about Captain Godfrey Farthing’s feet. The chicken had turned its black eye upon Godfrey as though to ask a question, made him think of Beach’s eyes the morning that he died. Then he had caught the lazy flap of an apron on a clothes line; a row of winter cabbages wrapped in scraps of sacking to protect them from the frost. Who looked after their cabbages, he thought, if they themselves had been ravaged? The men obviously agreed, because behind him Godfrey had heard them walking faster then, two-by-two down the lane, breath clouding in the cold air of yet another year winding towards its end.


In the parlour, Second Lieutenant Ralph Svenson got up all of a sudden and retrieved a rough wooden cup from the mantel. He placed it on the table before Godfrey, then delved into his uniform and produced a pair of dice.


‘Two sixes and it’ll be over in a week.’


Ralph called the dice his lucky charm, wouldn’t go anywhere without them. Godfrey had refrained from pointing out that his Second was putting his trust in something random. Might as well take his chances raising his head above the parapet of a front-line trench to check the direction of the wind.


Now he ignored Ralph’s request and considered what to write on the blank expanse of his postcard.


Dear Mother . . .


‘Two fives, ten days.’


We are all going on fine here . . .


‘Two threes, a month.’


The weather is wet . . .


‘C’mon, Farthing,’ Ralph grumbled. ‘Aren’t you even going to take a punt?’


Godfrey gripped at his stub of pencil. ‘You know I don’t gamble.’


‘We all gamble.’


Godfrey blinked. Ralph Svenson was wrong about a lot of things, but he was right about that. ‘All right. Two fives, then.’


Ralph grinned, shook the wooden cup as though he was mixing some sort of cocktail, tumbled the dice onto the table.


A six and a three. No win. Not even close.


At once Ralph began again, rattling off the various combinations he was sure would secure the correct result. Two threes. A five and a one. Two sixes followed by a two and a four together. He threw to bet on when the war might end – in a week, in a fortnight, in a month. At least that was what he told Godfrey. But Godfrey knew it was the other way around. Ralph threw in the hope of one last battle; some reason to flash his pistol before the other side strung whatever white linen they had left above the line.


It was almost admirable, Godfrey thought now, Ralph’s belief in his ability to summon the result that he desired, even if that was the extension of the war long enough for him to fire his gun. The boy did it in the same way he might order up a cocktail.


Gin fizz, cherry on the side, please.


With a simple wave of his hand. A bit like Godfrey’s ability to summon Beach.


I’ll be seeing you, then.


Those flat grey eyes.


Godfrey looked again at the blank card beneath his hand, Ralph’s dice spinning once again. He had never tasted a cocktail until he came to France. Then it had been just the one in a bar a few miles back from the line that first year. An intoxicating mix of brandy and champagne that had sent him spinning, too. He’d never wanted a second in case it didn’t live up to the first. But recently he had started to wonder if this was some sort of handicap to living. Enjoyment wasn’t a sin, was it? Or anticipation? The end might come, after all. But after that, there would always be something else.


There was a sudden commotion outside in the yard, men shouting, others laughing, a flurry of squawks and flaps. Ralph stopped with the dice and cup.


‘It’s time,’ he said.


For the end, thought Godfrey, if only for the poultry. His Second Lieutenant stood, pushed his chair in towards the parlour table.


‘Want to join us?’


Godfrey looked at the blank piece of card before him, nothing written on it but the date, 5 November. Then at his second. Ralph’s eyes were pale, very clear, like Godfrey imagined a glacier might be if he ever had the opportunity to see one close.


Dear Mother and Father,


We are all going on fine here. The weather is wet, but we have plenty to eat and the conditions are favourable. Yesterday I walked into the village and drank a cocktail.


It couldn’t be any worse than what had happened so far, could it, thought Godfrey, the sudden fizz of bubbles on his tongue.


‘I think I’ll go for a walk,’ he said, putting down his pencil. ‘Clear my head.’


‘If you’re certain.’


Ralph was already at the door, one eager hand through his hair, the other tugging at his tunic, disappearing into the stone passageway with a shout to the men outside.


‘I’m coming.’


The clamour from the yard growing louder, someone shouting in turn.


‘Catch the bugger!’


Ralph calling excited instructions.


‘This way. Over here now.’


Nothing more than a leader amongst boys.


Godfrey slipped the postcard into his top pocket, the pencil in beside, buttoned them both down. He got up from the table with its water stain, lifted his coat from the back of his parlour chair. He would leave the men to their fun, go out the back so as not to get in the way of their game. They liked to play with life and death, even if it was just a chicken, throw the dice and decide which one would be next. But if the end really was coming, Godfrey Farthing wasn’t sure that he wanted any part of it yet.









Two


The real game had begun the second night after they’d arrived, light fallen from the sky as seven men spread themselves amongst the ground sheets, across the barn’s stone floor:


Hawes, the temporary sergeant;


Private Flint;


Private Walker;


Corporal Bertie Fortune;


Private Jackson, known as Jackdaw;


Private Promise;


And Lance Corporal Archie Methven, the accountant. The man who kept them all straight.


Seven o’clock and already dark outside, their cook, George Stone, cleaning up after dinner in the farmhouse kitchen, and it was Percy Flint who had brought out the cards. Hair slick. Cuffs turned neat. His parting a white arrow on his scalp.


‘Six playing,’ Flint said. ‘Me. Walker. Fortune. Promise. Jackdaw. Hawes. The accountant to hold the bank.’


Gambling was forbidden in the army, but everybody did it. One more way to get through the day, until the next one dawned.


‘Not me.’


James Hawes, the temporary sergeant, was sitting a bit away from the others, reading a book with a faded red cover, thick arms, and a splatter of freckles across the back of his neck. When he’d first arrived over two years before, James Hawes had joined in every game. Now he almost never gambled, turned and turned the pages instead.


‘Five, then,’ said Flint. ‘Walker, Fortune, Jackdaw, Promise. Me to deal.’ Percy Flint liked to lay out the parameters. Transactional arrangements were where he came to the fore.


The men who were going to play gathered around a small area swept clean of grit and straw with the sweep of Flint’s sleeve.


‘Give us a light, Fortune,’ Flint instructed, sifting the cards between one hand, then the next.


Corporal Bertie Fortune had dug a paraffin lamp from an outbuilding during a foraging trip the day before. With his quick grin and easy wink, Fortune was the section’s fixer, could get anything anyone wanted, as long as a man was prepared to pay. He fiddled now with the lamp’s wick, crouching close and pulling at the ends of his neat moustache as he waited to see if the match would take. The flame puttered, then rose with its sudden glow, Fortune sitting back with a satisfied nod. The lamp was faulty, gave off a strong stink of fumes. But the barn was high roofed, its wooden skeleton far above. Outside the rain was falling again. Inside it was warm, everywhere the sweet scent of cut hay.


Percy Flint shuffled the cards, one hand slicing over another, before neatening the edges again and beginning the deal. He tossed the cards towards each man, one by one, letting them land where they would. The players scooped their share from the floor, each taking a quick look, before rummaging in their pockets for whatever they were prepared to bet first.


A matchstick.


A button.


A spool of pink cotton.


Trust Percy Flint to have the one thing that reminded them all of the French girls who used to serve vin blanc at the bars behind the line.


‘What did you swap that for, Flint?’ said Private Alfred Walker.


‘Don’t ask,’ Flint replied with a smirk.


The men laughed. Flint was older than the rest. One of the married conscripts who’d held out as long as possible before being driven to the recruiting officer’s door by shame.


‘Had to leave the wife at home to do it all alone,’ he’d whined when he first arrived, to anyone who might listen.


But Flint knew and they all knew that he should have come earlier. A quick return for a cheap pack of fags, humping around the back of an estaminet. That was Percy Flint’s main currency. War and its dirty consolations had turned out to be the perfect playground for a man like him.


‘Play on now, if you’re ready.’


Archibald Methven, the accountant, sat back from the inner circle, holding his notebook, keeping an eye on the score as the men began. One ace. One ten of spades. One five. Three to make fifteen. Back to the ace again. Methven was a quiet man, steady, old enough to be put in charge of the armoury or anything else that needed counting. How many bullets were spare. Who had a knobstick. What man had managed to acquire a knife. They all knew Archie Methven had a beauty himself, taken from an alley man one night when Fortune and Beach had visited them in their trench. Beach had come back with a ribbon the colour of an Irish summer, had tied it to his pack like a pennant on a lance. Whereas Bertie Fortune had bartered his stolen knife with Archie Methven, who knew what for. The men had been trying to persuade Methven to swap the knife ever since. But the accountant did not give up his prizes easily. Liked to keep them tucked into his gasbag, just in case.


The men played in silence for a while, nothing but the smoky gutter of the lamp and the spitter spatter of raindrops on the barn’s roof to accompany the scuffle of their cards. It was Bertie Fortune who started it, the section’s lucky man.


‘Any of you lot heard the rumour?’


Mention of the chitter chatter that had been going up and down the line for weeks now. That the end was coming, sooner rather than not.


‘I’ll believe that when the captain gets it in black and white.’ Flint spat into the shadow behind the circle, always the pessimist. ‘Until then it isn’t over. Why else did they send us here if it wasn’t to have another go?’


‘To eat the chickens before anyone else could,’ Alfred Walker replied, grinning.


Private Alfred Walker was the joker of the section, barely twenty-one and always after the main chance, a soldier by profession but a petty thief by inclination. And habit, too. Alfred Walker always whistled as he polished his rifle, wore his hair a bit longer than was regulation. He liked to duck his head beneath the pump each morning, shake silver droplets all across the yard, laughing in a way that made them all want to join in.


‘One chicken a week,’ said Archie Methven now, licking his pencil and making a mark in his notebook. ‘That’s what the captain’s ordered.’


‘Who says?’ said Walker.


‘Stone. He’s in charge of the rations.’


George Stone had taken to the kitchen as though he was born to it, plucking the apron from the washing line that first morning and folding it around himself like some sort of skirt. Stone was an old sweat, one of those who had been in the army before this latest war began, seen it all before.


‘Christ,’ said Alfred Walker now, throwing down his latest hand. ‘It’ll take us forever to get through them, then.’


‘I think that’s the point,’ said Archie Methven.


‘Need to petition for better rations.’


Bertie Fortune gestured to the two boys crouched together on the far side of the circle, Privates Jackson and Promise, knees almost touching, one dark, one fair.


‘You, Jackdaw,’ he said pointing towards the darker boy. ‘You could do with feeding up.’


Jackdaw grinned at that, tossed a black cowl of hair from his forehead, pretended to puff out his chest. ‘You calling me skinny?’


‘Like a tent pole.’


‘A bean stick.’


‘A chicken bone sucked dry.’


Jackdaw laughed at the banter, black eyes a-sparkle. ‘I will, then.’


‘He doesn’t need extra rations. He’s getting his fill in the hayloft.’


Flint’s voice was low, but they all heard him. Arthur Promise, the fairer of the two boys, blushed and looked away. There was a sour moment of silence. Jackdaw broke it with a jibe of his own.


‘You’re just frustrated, Flint. Not getting your usual.’


Everybody laughed then, even Hawes in his corner. Flint couldn’t help himself. Spent most of the last year avoiding any action via thirty-day stints in the military hospital for VD.


‘Now, now,’ said Bertie Fortune, ever the one to try and broker a deal. ‘Keep it clean, why don’t you.’


He glanced towards the two boys on the opposite side of the circle, watching as Arthur Promise put his hand on Jackdaw’s arm for a moment, before taking it away. Jackdaw and Promise were A4 conscripts – the last round to be drafted in. ‘A’ class, meaning fit to serve, but no longer allowed to wait until they were nineteen to see the inside of a front-line trench. The A4 boys had been sent over because all the rest were crippled or dead; two weeks’ training then into the big spring push, only eighteen and already up to their armpits in the battlefield, been inseparable ever since. It amazed Bertie Fortune that they were still alive.


Percy Flint scowled and gathered in the cards, shuffled and began to deal once more. The men played in silence for a while, nothing but the murmurs of satisfaction or dismay as the betting rose and fell. It was Alfred Walker who started the chat again, laying an eight of diamonds to win a trick, gathering in the small bets with a quick grin as the others threw in their hands.


‘I’m going to America,’ he said as they waited for Archie Methven to make his calculations. ‘When it’s all done.’


‘What d’you want to go there for?’ said Bertie Fortune. ‘Plenty of money in England if you know where to look.’


‘All right for you, Fortune. You can smell money before it’s even minted. What you going back to anyway?’


‘Rag-and-bone man,’ said Fortune as though it was the industry of kings. ‘I’m going to be rich.’


‘Don’t forget us when you make it,’ laughed Walker. ‘Every one a deserving cause.’


‘What about you, Promise?’ said Bertie Fortune, looking across the circle towards the fairer A4 boy. ‘What do you want to do?’


They all knew that Jackdaw and Promise had never even had a job before they joined the army. Eighteen and barely minted, didn’t know any sort of life other than marching and shooting and doing what they were told.


‘I don’t know,’ said Promise, face rosy from the heat of the paraffin lamp. ‘Something with boys, perhaps. Maybe a teacher?’


Flint snorted. ‘You’ll fit right in, then.’


‘Well, we all know what you’ll do when you get home, Flint,’ Hawes growled from his corner. ‘No need to give us the sordid details.’


But this time Flint didn’t rise, tapped the cards on the floor to square the pack and said, ‘I’ll go back to work, won’t I. Go on the same as before.’


‘What did you do before?’ asked Bertie Fortune.


‘Delivery driver.’


Alfred Walker whistled. ‘What, one in each port?’


Flint flicked a bit of dirty straw in the petty thief’s direction.


‘You wish,’ he said. ‘At least I’ll be getting some. Whereas you’ll be wasting your dreams on a promised land that’ll probably never arrive.’


‘Got to dream.’ Alfred Walker grinned, tossing a penny he had won into the air, before slipping it into his pocket. ‘Otherwise what’s the point.’


‘The point is nothing’s going to be different when it’s done,’ said Percy Flint. ‘It’ll just be the same as always, won’t it. Some men’ll make all the money and the rest of us’ll starve.’


‘It’ll have to be different though, won’t it?’ Promise’s voice was clear as a schoolboy’s. ‘After everything that’s happened.’


‘Don’t be an idiot.’ Flint was frowning. ‘Some men were born to give instruction and others to take it. That’s just the way it is.’


‘What about you then, Hawes,’ said Bertie Fortune, looking over his shoulder towards the temporary sergeant sitting in the shadows. ‘Back to the meat?’


Hawes had worked in an abattoir before the war, his arms thick with the muscles of a man who used to saw meat for a living. But they all knew he couldn’t stand the sight of blood now.


‘Get through tomorrow with my feet dry.’ Hawes turned a page of his book. ‘No point dreaming about what might never come.’


It was then that Second Lieutenant Ralph Svenson stepped into the light.


‘I shall stay in the army,’ he said. ‘Become a brigadier.’


The men froze like rabbits caught by a poacher in the night, nothing to see but the glitter of their eyes. Officers did not normally join the ranks for their evening recreation. It was Bertie Fortune who spoke first.


‘Anything we can help you with, sir?’


Fortune always had known how to speak to a superior. Second Lieutenant Svenson might only be nineteen, but he wore the officer’s stripe.


Ralph gestured with his hand. ‘No need to get up.’


Though none of them had given any indication that they might. The young officer blushed slightly.


‘I thought I might play,’ he said. ‘If you don’t mind.’


Captain Farthing had warned him against it when Ralph first arrived off the boat from England, dice in his hand. Best leave the men to their own games, that was what he had said. But Ralph didn’t see why the men should have all the fun while he sat alone in a parlour. That was not what he considered life.


‘I could take a hand now,’ he said coming closer. ‘Then tomorrow we could play for a chicken. I fancy the red.’


A fat thing. A feast on scaly legs. Strutting around the yard with her feathers plumped as though she owned the place. There was silence for a moment. The men knew they would soon be dreaming of chicken, didn’t want to wait a week each time when any moment they might be ordered out. They all looked to Archie Methven, the accountant who kept the bank. Gambling for matchsticks and buttons was one thing. Gambling for fresh breast meat a whole other game.


Methven looked at Ralph from across the small circle, then glanced towards Bertie Fortune. They all knew officers were dangerous territory. But officers often had the best treasure, too. For a moment there was nothing but the sound of the rain pitter pattering on the roof. Then Bertie Fortune coughed, leaned back and gave a slight nod of his head.


At once Ralph moved to sit amongst the men, didn’t even wait to be invited. Alfred Walker shifted to make space. Percy Flint grimaced, turned his body away. Jackdaw and Promise seemed to meld even closer together on the far side of the circle. Bertie Fortune was touching his moustache again as though uncertain as to whether he had done the right thing. Behind him Archie Methven wrote a new name in his little book, then looked up, pencil in hand, waiting for the game to begin once more. It was Ralph who broke the silence this time.


‘What do you want to do?’ he said to Methven. ‘When it’s all over.’


The accountant paused, pencil poised over the blank page of his notebook. Then he said it.


‘I want to see my son grow up.’









Three


Godfrey approached the trees just as the men should be cutting the throat of the chicken. One man to hold it down, one to chop with the knife, James Hawes turning away as the blood spurted out.


It had become a routine over the last ten days, the bets on which bird it would be this time. The black one. The red one. The one with the crooked beak. After that, the chase. As far as Godfrey could tell, they were down to the last five or six now. It had been foolishness on his part to let them eat the meat so soon. But Second Lieutenant Svenson had pled their case. And who could blame the men when they had no idea whether the feast would continue indefinitely or end tomorrow, the rest of the company marching towards them down the muddy lane, all the chickens slaughtered in a fifteen-minute frenzy of killing and blood.


The trees were tall, a walk away behind a fold in the land, discovered on the third day as Godfrey Farthing wriggled away from the river through the watery marsh. They had been planted in a ring, the patch of land within as still and silent as the inside of a church. The moment Godfrey had first stepped into the hidden circle, he’d known that this would be his place.
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